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This book is dedicated to all
Special Operators,
both living and dead.

All men dream: but not equally. Those who
Dream by night in the dusty recesses of their minds
Wake in the day to find that it was vanity; but the

Dreamers of the day are dangerous men, for they
May act their dream with open eyes, to make it
Possible. This| did.

—T. E. Lawrence,
The Seven Pillars of Wisdom



Definitions

Praetor: A high elected magistrate of the Roman Republic, ranking below the consulate
and functioning for one year as a high judge and for the next year as the chief administra-
tor of a province.

Praetorian Guard: The elite guard of the Roman emperors, usually numbering about
5,000 men. Originally the bodyguard of a praetor under the Roman Republic.

STARS: Acronym for the surface-to-air recovery system (or Fulton Recovery System).

The Praetorian STARShip: A unique unconventional warfare aircraft designed to infil-
trate, resupply, and exfiltrate elite US Army Special Forces, US Navy SEALSs, and US Air
Force Air Commando personnel into denied areas utilizing both clandestine and covert
operational procedures—more commonly known as Combat Talon.

Note: At the request of the author, some first names are omitted after chapter 7.
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Foreword

As a young lieutenant flying tactical C-130s at Langley Air Force Base (AFB),
Virginia, in the spring of 1967, | heard one Friday night in the Officers’ Club that
Tactical Air Command (our parent command) was looking for four C-130 copilots
to transfer to Pope AFB, North Carolina, for training in a Top Secret C-130
squadron designated Combat Knife. That had to be more exciting than hauling
trash, | thought. The following Monday | volunteered, and within a few months |
was on my way to Pope AFB. This led to an exciting Air Force career flying the
most versatile C-130 ever produced—the Combat Talon.

Jerry Thigpen’s study on the history of the Combat Talon is the first effort to
tell the story of this wonderfully capable machine. This weapons system has
performed virtually every imaginable tactical event in the spectrum of conflict
and by any measure is the most versatile C-130 derivative ever produced. First
modified and sent to Southeast Asia (SEA) in 1966 to replace theater unconven-
tional warfare (UW) assets that were limited in both lift capability and speed, the
Talon | quickly adapted to theater UW tasking, including infiltration and resup-
ply and psychological warfare operations into North Vietnam. After spending four
years in SEA and maturing into a highly respected UW weapons system, the Joint
Chief of Staff (JCS) chose the Combat Talon to lead the night, low-level raid on
the North Vietnamese prison camp at Son Tay. Despite the outcome of the opera-
tion, the Talon | cemented its reputation as the weapons system of choice for
long-range, clandestine operations.

In the period following the Vietnam War, United States Air Force (USAF)
special operations gradually lost its political and financial support, which was
graphically demonstrated in the failed Desert One mission into Iran. Thanks to
congressional supporters like Earl Hutto of Florida and Dan Daniel of Virginia,
funds for aircraft upgrades and military construction projects materialized to
meet the ever-increasing threat to our nation. Under the leadership of such com-
mitted, hard-driven officers as Brenci, Uttaro, Ferkes, Meller, and Thigpen, the
crew force became the most disciplined in our Air Force. It was capable of pene-
trating hostile airspace at night, in a low-level mountainous environment, co-
vertly to execute any number of unconventional warfare missions.

The highly trained, disciplined Talon | crews led the invasions of Grenada in
October 1983 and Panama in December 1989. The long-range “pathfinder” capa-
bility of the Talon Is made them the indispensable choice for these classic airfield
seizure operations. In Desert Storm the Talon Is reverted to their Vietnam psy -
chological warfare role by dropping millions of leaflets over Iraqg and Kuwait.
Additionally, they dropped eleven 15,000-pound BLU-82B bombs. Today the Talon
| largely fulfills the penetrating tanker role, which includes the low-level penetra-
tion of hostile airspace and electronic countermeasures (ECM) protection for com -
bat search and rescue rotary-wing forces.

The Talon | has earned its place in history as the forerunner of modern Air
Force Special Operations. Today both the Talon | and Talon Il continue to infil -
trate, exfiltrate, and resupply friendly forces around the world. The Talon | has
recovered packages and people with the Fulton Recovery System in virtually
every theater, and both aircraft have dropped every conceivable object off their



ramps, from motorcycles to 15,000-pound bombs. Because of the capabilities of the
versatile MC-130, and the extraordinary men and women who unselfishly support
its mission of vital national importance, the future of Air Force Special Operations
is secure.

JAMESL.HOBSON JR
Major General, USAF, Retired
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Preface

In the spring of 1997, while assigned to Headquarters Air Force Special Opera-
tions Command, an idea materialized that would ultimately dominate my life for
the next three years. As | reflected over 19 years in special operations, | realized
just how little | actually knew about the Combat Talon aircraft in which | had
spent most of my active duty career. | could cite line and page number from
complex technical orders, and | had been qualified as a flight examiner and in-
structor pilot, but | did not have a clue about the origins of Combat Talon, what
operations the aircraft were involved in, or the people who flew and maintained
them. Life in a special operations squadron was secretive, where only those with
an official “need to know” were read into limited access programs. With the com-
partmentalization of information within the squadron, personnel working side by
side were often not aware of what other members of the unit were doing. | was
convinced that it was the right time to document the untold story of the Combat
Talon.

The commander of Air Force Special Operations Command was Maj Gen Jim
Hobson at the time. As a young lieutenant, he had been assigned to the 15th SOS
at Nha Trang Air Base, Vietnam. | felt that if the project were explained to
General Hobson, | stood a good chance of getting his approval. In March of 1997 |
prepared a staff summary package outlining the Combat Talon Project and for-
warded it to Herb Mason, the Headquarters AFSOC command historian. | pro-
vided four reasons the Combat Talon Project should be approved. First, | noted
that much of the documented history of the weapons system was fragmented and
could only be found in the files of private contractors, including Lockheed Air
Service (LAS) Ontario and the Robert Fulton Company. LAS Ontario was no
longer involved in the Combat Talon program and was scheduled to cease opera-
tion in the spring of 1998. The remaining LAS Ontario projects were scheduled to
move to Palmdale, California, and join the highly classified Skunk Works pro-
gram. The company did not plan to move most of its Combat Talon files, prefer-
ring to destroy them in place rather than store them at its new location. With the
pending decision to terminate the Fulton recovery system for the Combat Talon I,
the Robert Fulton Company no longer would provide equipment to the Air Force.
Fulton was 88 years young, and his keen mind held a vast treasure of information
about early development of the system. His comprehensive files also contained
documentation on the Fulton system that was not available anywhere else. These
key resources would not be available to future historians.

The second factor that | cited centered around recent Air Force reorganizations.
Many commands either were combined or redesignated (e.g., Air Force Logistics
Command [AFLC] had become the Air Force Materiel Command [AFMC], and
whole divisions had been eliminated in the process). At Wright-Patterson AFB,
Ohio, the home of AFMC, the old Air Force Logistics Command Directorate, which
managed the Combat Talon program for the Air Force, had disbanded. Most of its
records either had been destroyed or placed in long-term storage. The Air Force
reorganization was across the board, and a tremendous amount of classified files
was being eliminated. Prompt approval of the project would allow access to some
of the remaining files, and copies could be made for future research.
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The third factor driving approval of the project was the age of Vietnam-era
veterans. Many who flew the Combat Talon during the 1960s were in their six-
ties, and some had already reached their seventies. Because of sketchy written
documentation created by compartmentalization, it was imperative that these
senior special operators be contacted and oral history interviews be conducted
before it was too late. The last point made in the staff summary package was
closely related to the previous one. Much of the operational history of the aircraft,
including photographs and documentation of specific events, could only be found
in the personal files of former Combat Talon operators. It was absolutely impera-
tive that these files be sourced while they were still available.

With the staff summary package in hand, Mason took the ball and set out to
gain approval. During 1997 the USAF celebrated its 50th anniversary as a sepa-
rate service. Herb Mason proposed that the Combat Talon project be included as
part of the yearlong event. Discussing the project with him and with his deputy,
Clay T. McKutchen, the consensus was that the project would take at least two
years to complete. AFSOC would celebrate its 10th anniversary as a separate Air
Force command during calendar year 2000, and we agreed that the book would
make an excellent commemorative of the important year. Thanks to the diligence
of Mason, the Combat Talon project received approval by General Hobson on 31
March 1997.

The project consisted of three parts. The first was the publication of an unclass-
ified monograph, titled “The Praetorian STARShip: The Untold Story of the Com-
bat Talon.” A companion book, not available to the general public and containing
both classified and unclassified information, would be provided to AFSOC/HO.
The third part of the project included the creation of a Combat Talon archive con-
taining source material used in compiling the book. Included in the archive were
unit histories, extracts of key documents important to Combat Talon history, oral
history interviews, videotapes of the Combat Talon in operation, technical manu-
als, and so forth. The Combat Talon archive would be delivered to AFSOC/HO at
the completion of the project and then maintained either at Hurlburt Field or at
the Historical Research Agency at Maxwell AFB, Alabama.

Research for the Combat Talon Project was set to begin in June of 1997, but
due to operational requirements, it was delayed until August. In the interim
General Hobson relinquished command of AFSOC to Maj Gen Charles R. Holland.
A project briefing was conducted in late August, at which time General Holland
endorsed the project. Over the next two years, | worked continuously on the
project, except during periods when operational necessity required that | fill criti-
cal manning requirements elsewhere. By the fall of 1999, | had been able to
complete only 19 months of the 24-month project, having been tasked to fill opera-
tional commitments away from Hurlburt Field for over five months during the
two-year period. With the limited time remaining before my retirement, | could
not finish the project. Again, Mason stepped in and campaigned to have me to
continue the project under civilian contract. Lt Gen Clay Bailey assumed com -
mand of AFSOC when General Holland left for duty in Europe in the summer of
1999. He reviewed the status of the Combat Talon Project and supported Mason’s
initiative to have the book completed under contract.

After retiring from the Air Force on 1 December 1999, | returned to my desk at
the USAF Special Operations School in early January under contract with Madi-
son Research Corporation. The project continued through early summer, at which
time | delivered a smooth draft to Dr. Richard Bailey, my editor at Air University
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Press. Although frustrating at times, the satisfaction of bringing the project to a
successful conclusion is the crowning achievement of my professional career. After
over four years and the review of literally thousands of documents, the product
you are about to read still only scratches the surface of the Combat Talon story.
My hope is that this book will provide a framework from which others far superior
to me will be able to piece together the rest of the story. Until then, | must put
down my pen and find peace in that | gave it my best shot. | pray that you will
find | have done an acceptable job.

XXi



A Word from the Commander

We in Air Force Special Operations Command (AFSOC) are blessed with arich
heritage that can be traced back to World War |l and the Air Commandos of the
China-Burma-India theater in the Far East. Because the special operations mis-
sion has been historically one of low visibility and little publicity, many times
significant contributions to our nation’s defense go unrecorded for general public
release. Most often operational missions are classified and compartmented to
protect the tactics used, assistance provided by friendly nations, and the special
operators themselves.

| have tasked AFSOC’s command historian with the responsibility to review
past accomplishments systematically and to recommend subject areas, which war-
rant possible release to the public. The declassification process is a long and
deliberate one and is coordinated through Air Staff, but our past efforts have been
successful in getting information released that would not harm our national secu -
rity. Over the past five years, AFSOC has commissioned several major works and
has made them available for your reading. The first publication in the series was
a study by SSgt Randy Bergeron, titled AFSOC in the Gulf War. The next effort
was a book by USAF Col Michael E. Haas, retired, titled Air Commando!
1950-1975: Twenty-five Years at the Tip of the Spear. We followed up this second
effort with a more in-depth work, also by Mike Haas, titled Apollo’s Warriors: US
Air Force Special Operations during the Cold War. In 1999 AFSOC commissioned
Maj Forest L. Marion to document the impact of the eruption of Mount Pinatubo
on our special operations forces stationed at Clark Air Base, Philippines. Ash
Warriors: The Relocation of the 353d Special Operations Wing, June—-December
1991 provides unique insight into both the human and physical tragedy caused by
the event.

The latest AFSOC effort, commissioned in 1997 and titled The Praetorian
STARShip: The Untold Story of the Combat Talon, documents the exploits of the
Combat Talon weapons system from original manufacture through the present
day and tells the story of the men and women who support them. This is the most
comprehensive and complete work to date and will be mandatory reading for all
special operators. A future work will be a monograph of USAF special operations
rotary-wing aircraft beginning with the Air Commandos of World War |l and
ending with the retirement of the last MH-53J/M. We also plan to publish a
comprehensive work that documents the history of USAF Special Tactics. Addi-
tionally, plans are being developed to commission an AC-130H/U gunship mono-
graph that covers the period from 1972 to the present.

As you can see AFSOC’s publication program is an ambitious one, with the
ultimate goal of publishing a book on each of our major weapons systems similar to
The Praetorian STARShip. | am confident that you will enjoy this latest book by Col
Jerry Thigpen, USAF, retired. We will continue to provide you with comprehensive

histories that tell the USAF special operations story.
Jed.,

MAXWELL C. BAILEY
Lieutenant General, USAF
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I ntroduction

Welcome to the world of Combat Talon! The book you are about to read repre-
sents more than four years of research and writing dedicated almost exclusively
to the Combat Talon project. It traces the colorful history of the Combat Talon
weapons system from its predecessors of World War |l and Korea up through the
present day.

The first chapter establishes the historical foundation that leads to the require-
ment for Combat Talon in the mid-1960s. During late 1943 and early 1944, the
US Army Air Force (USAAF) established two units to support forces assigned to the
Office of Strategic Intelligence (OSS) operating in central Europe. Flying out of
England and North Africa, B-17 and B-24 aircraft executed long-range, low-level
penetration missions into central France to infiltrate, resupply, and exfiltrate
friendly forces. From a humble beginning of three B-17s assigned to OSS/Algiers
in 1943, USAAF-committed forces increased to 76 B-24s, four C-47s, and three
B-17s by the summer of 1944. During daring operations over France, 13 B-24s
were lost in combat by the Carpetbaggers, and another three aircraft were de-
stroyed in noncombat accidents. Immediately after the end of World War Il, the
OSS was disbanded, and the special operations units that had supported it were
decommissioned. The long-range, low-level mission into hostile territory first em-
ployed by these early pioneers formed the basis for Combat Talon.

Five years after the end of World War Il, at the outbreak of the Korean War,
the USAF had no unconventional warfare (UW) assets trained and equipped to
support emerging UW requirements. The Central Intelligence Agency, a civilian
organization with quasi-military responsibilities, was created in 1947. By 1950
there had not been a clear differentiation of duties and responsibilities between it
and the three military services. Gen Douglas MacArthur, the commander of the
Far East Command, was responsible for the defense of South Korea. He quickly
sought to create an organization that would centralize control of all UW activities
and develop a UW plan to employ against Soviet- and Chinese-backed invaders.
The new organization was known as the Covert, Clandestine, and Related Activities-
Korea (CCRACK), and it was partially staffed with former OSS officers familiar with
the low-level, clandestine mission. To facilitate air support for CCRACK, the
USAF established Unit 4, 21st Troop Carrier Squadron, in late July 1950 at
Taegu Air Base (AB), Korea. Two months later Unit 4-assigned C-47s were flying
the first low-level missions behind enemy lines. On 1 April 1952 B Flight of the
6167th Operations Squadron was established at Seoul City AB. It was assighed a
combination of B-26 medium bombers and C-46/C-47 transport aircraft. Both B
Flight and Unit 4 aircraft supported CCRACK low-level UW operations through
1953.

When the USAF was established in 1947, the greatest threat to our nation’s
survival came from the Soviet Union and its growing nuclear arsenal. Early
USAF development was greatly influenced by this threat, which eventually be-
came known as the cold war. One of the programs developed by the Air Staff to
counter Soviet aggression was in the area of psychological operations. In 1948 the
Air Staff established the Psychological Warfare (PW) Division. By 1950 the Air
Resupply and Communications Service (ARCS) had been established, and under
the new service, three Air Resupply and Communications Wings (ARCW) were
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stood up, two of which were operational by 1952. There would eventually be three
ARCWs—one based at Mountain Home AFB, Idaho, a second based at Clark AB,
Philippines, and a third based at Wheelus AFB, Libya—supporting worldwide PSY -
WAR tasking. The Clark AB unit flew long-range leaflet missions into northern Korea
in black-painted B-29 aircraft heavily modified for the PSYWAR mission. Also, during
this period ARCW-assigned C-119 transports operating out of Clark AB supported the
French in Southeast Asia (SEA). The SEA mission continued the tradition established
in World War Il of Air Force assets supporting non-Department of Defense agenciesin
covert resupply operations. After the Korean Armistice was signed in 1953, the ARCS
continued to operate around the world and continued to fly the traditional long-range,
low-level mission. By the mid-1950s, however, the Air Force had redirected its priori-
ties away from psychological operations, opting instead to invest heavily in strategic
bombers, nuclear missiles, and tactical fighters. As a result the last ARC unit was
deactivated on 25 October 1956. Again, as had been the case after World War 11, the
Air Force was without any UW capability. The low-level penetration mission, how -
ever, would be revived afew years later in SEA.

The French, even with extensive air support from the United States, were de-
feated at Dien Ben Phu in May 1954, and from that time forward, USAF require-
ments to support American objectives in SEA steadily increased. In February 1962
the Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV), was established in Saigon to
manage the large increase in US personnel arriving in South Vietham. Over the
next three years, MACV grew in size and importance as the American commitment
to SEA increased. President John F. Kennedy made a commitment to build a special
operations force to support UW requirements around the world, and in the coming
years, US Army Special Forces and US Air Force Air Commandos were trained and
deployed to SEA and to Europe. The United States did not have a joint organization
established to manage the diverse UW mission, so an organization was created to
pull together Army, Navy, Air Force, and non-Department of Defense assets under
an umbrella organization tasked with the UW mission. On 24 January 1964 MACV
stood up a new UW organization similar to the earlier CCRACK unit in Korea and
identified it as the Studies and Observations Group (SOG). USAF support for the
new organization consisted of six specially modified C-123 aircraft equipped with
electronic countermeasure (ECM) equipment, radar detection, and enhanced navi-
gation. The unit, named Heavy Hook, was stationed at Nha Trang AB, Vietnam.
The unit received the first C-123 aircraft on 25 June 1964, and it flew its first
low-level combat mission into North Vietnam on 16 December. With its air require-
ments rapidly escalating, SOG requested additional air support. During the same
period the USAF was developing the Fulton surface-to-air recovery system (STARS),
which was designed to recover downed crew members from deep inside North Viet-
nam. As aresult of the two requirements, Air Staff directed that 14 HC-130 aircraft
(on the assembly line at Lockheed-Georgia) be modified into the UW configuration.
The aircraft were identified as the C-130E(1) (later redesignated the MC-130E) and
named the Combat Talon. Early aircraft were camouflaged with a combination of
black and dark green paint, and they were commonly referred to as “Blackbirds.”

The second chapter is provided to familiarize the reader with the basic C-130
aircraft and to describe major UW modifications made to the 14 HC-130 aircraft.
The Fulton STARS is discussed in-depth, with emphasis placed on early system
development. To allow the new aircraft to fly its low-level mission and avoid enemy
threats, terrain-following/terrain-avoidance radar was developed. Chapter 2 de-
scribes the theory and operation of the special radar. The chapter concludes with a
description of the other major modifications to the weapons system, including ECM
and the high-speed low-level aerial delivery system. After review of the basic weapons
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system, the following three chapters cover the first 10 years of Combat Talon, from
1965t0 1974. During this period the Combat Talon community grew into three distinct
units—Combat Knife in the continental United States, Combat Spear in the Pacific,
and Combat Arrow in Europe. Chapter 3 tells the story of the Combat Talon unit
(Combat Knife) established at Pope AFB, North Carolina. The Combat Knife unit
was attached to the 779th Troop Carrier Squadron and was tasked with the initial
organization and training of aircrews to man the complex weapons system. The
Combat Knife unit later became the 318th Special Operations Squadron, and it
moved to Hurlburt Field, Florida, in 1974 as the 8th SOS.

Chapter 4 documents the early years of Combat Spear. In the fall of 1966, four
aircraft and six crews deployed from Pope AFB to SEA as Combat Spear and were
assigned to the 314th Troop Carrier Wing at Ching Chang Kuang (CCK) AB, Tai-
wan. The final beddown location of the Combat Spear unit was Nha Trang AB,
Vietnam, where it was colocated with its sister squadron, Heavy Hook. By the end
of the year, Combat Spear aircraft were flying SOG-tasked missions into North
Vietnam. Low-level infiltration and resupply drops, along with high-altitude leaflet
drops, made up the majority of the combat missions flown. The legacy of the World
War |l Carpetbaggers and the ARCWs of the early 1950s was revived. During 1967
Combat Spear lost two of its assigned aircraft, one over North Vietham and a
second on the ground during a mortar attack. In 1968 the unit’s name changed to
the 15th Special Operations Squadron, and it continued to support SOG require-
ments until 1972 when it relocated to Kadena AB, Okinawa, as the 90th SOS. Six
months later the squadron’s name again changed to the 1st SOS.

The third Combat Talon unit, also made up of four aircraft and six crews and
identified as Combat Arrow, deployed to Ramstein AB, Germany, in 1968 and be-
came part of the 7th SOS. Chapter 5 traces the early years of the 7th SOS as it
transitioned from C-123, C-47, and UH-1 helicopters to the new Combat Arrow.
September 1968 marked the beginning of a long and successful exercise series in
Europe when the 7th SOS participated in Flintlock I. The exercise series continued
over the next 22 years during some of the most tense periods of the cold war. In
March 1973 the 7th SOS moved from Ramstein AB to Rhein Main AB, Germany,
where it remained for the next 19 years.

Chapter 6 presents a detailed account of the Son Tay prisoner-of-war (POW) raid
as told through the eyes of the Combat Talon crews that participated in the heroic
event. Mission preparation and rehearsal in the Florida Panhandle before deploy-
ment to SEA is covered in detail. Because of limited numbers of Combat Talon
aircraft and crews worldwide, one crew and aircraft were sourced from the 318th
SOS, one crew from the 7th SOS, and one aircraft from the 15th SOS. By spreading
the tasking throughout the Talon community, no one unit was adversely affected,
and the Top Secret operation could be better protected from compromise. The mis-
sion was a team effort from the start, with Combat Talon providing lead pathfinder
duties for both rotary-wing and fixed-wing formations. Although the POWs were
moved from Son Tay Prison before the raid, the planning and execution of the
mission were almost flawless. Had the POWSs been there, the rescue force would
have undoubtedly been successful.

By the mid-1970s the United States had departed Vietnam, and a period of
military drawdown and consolidation had begun. Chapter 7 covers the period from
1974 to 1979. During this period USAF conventional and unconventional warfare
forces were reduced significantly. For Combat Talon the 14-aircraft fleet was main -
tained, but funding for spare parts and base infrastructure to support them was
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greatly reduced. By the end of 1975, the entire Air Force SOF capability had been cut
to one undermanned wing (the 1st SOW) at Hurlburt Field, Florida, with three squad-
rons assigned (the 8th, 16th, and 20th SOSs), and two Talon squadrons stationed
overseas (the 1st and 7th SOSs). Barely 3,000 personnel remained in SOF during the
late 1970s.

The watershed event for modern special operations—the Iranian rescue mission —
occurred in 1980 and is covered in detail in chapter 8. After a brief discussion of the
events leading up to the taking of the US Embassy in Tehran, the author traces the
development of special tactics and unique equipment to allow the Combat Talon to
do its tasked mission. In a manner similar to chapter 6, this chapter emphasizes Air
Force preparations and rehearsals leading up to the actual mission. When the
mission failed at Desert One, the Combat Talon community only paused briefly
before it resumed preparations to return to Iran. The next chapter, chapter 9,
documents post—Desert One developments under the Honey Badger program. Ad-
vancements in equipment and technology are discussed. By late summer 1980 a
companion program, separate from Honey Badger, was begun. Known as Credible
Sport the objective of the developmental program was to create a C-130 aircraft
capable of landing and taking off in a 100-yard distance. From the beginning of
planning for the rescue of the hostages, the most difficult task (from an Air Force
standpoint) was getting rotary-wing aircraft into and out of the embassy area
safely. Across the street from the American embassy was a soccer stadium. If the
United States could develop a C-130 aircraft that could land, onload its precious
cargo, and then take off in the distance of the soccer field, the entire rotary-wing
problem could be eliminated. Early requirements for the Credible Sport aircraft
included the capability to land on an aircraft carrier with the aid of an arresting
hook. The carrier-landing requirement originated from the need to quickly move
potentially critically wounded personnel to a trauma center for medical care. From
concept to partial modification of the first aircraft, Credible Sport was flying three
weeks after the program began. Within 60 days a fully modified aircraft had been
delivered to the test crews. During a test mission on 29 October 1980, the aircraft
crashed and was destroyed during a maximum effort short-field landing test.
Shortly afterwards a new president was elected, and talks with the Iranians accel-
erated. The crisis was resolved in January 1981 when the hostages were released
immediately after President Ronald Reagan was sworn into office. The hostage
release brought to an end the initial Credible Sport program, but Honey Badger
continued on into 1981. The tactics and equipment developed under Honey Badger
formed the foundation for modern-day SOF. Fallout from Desert One resulted in the
relocation of the 1st SOS from Okinawa to Clark AB, Philippines, in early 1981.

After the Desert One mission, the Holloway Commission was formed by the
Department of Defense to investigate why the mission failed. The commission found
that the mission was well planned and that it would have probably succeeded
except for circumstances beyond the control of the participants. It made several
recommendations, many of which were incorporated into the Department of Defense
structure. Chapter 10 discusses the period after the release of the hostages, includ-
ing the initial requirement for the Combat Talon Il weapons system. The Combat
Talon Il program first utilized the remaining Credible Sport aircraft, and the effort
was identified as Credible Sport I1. The Credible Sport Il program validated many
of the advancements incorporated into the Combat Talon Il, but the extensive hor-
sal, dorsal, and retro-rocket modifications developed for the unique Credible Sport
mission were not included in the production aircraft. In 1983 all Air Force special
operations aircraft were transferred from Tactical Air Command to the Military
Airlift Command (MAC), including the two overseas Combat Talon squadrons. The
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move was partially driven by the Air Staff’ sdesire to consolidate all special operations
assets under one command and thus eliminate redundancy and standardize the
fleet. Only a few months after moving to MAC, Combat Talon was tasked to support
US operations in Grenada. The chapter ends with an in-depth look at Combat Talon
support for Operation Urgent Fury. During the air assault on Point Salines, Gre-
nada, Lt Col Jim Hobson earned the MacKay Trophy for the most prestigious flight
of 1983.

By 1984 Congress had grown impatient with the three services regarding the
slow improvement of SOF and expressed its dissatisfaction over the next two years.
Chapter 11 follows the changes in SOF organization through 1989. At the heart of
Congress’'s concern was the Combat Talon II. Since 1982 Congress had included
funding for the new weapons system in the annual budget, but each year the Air
Force redirected the funds to other, more important conventional priorities. In 1984
the Air Force developed its own plan to fix special operations, which included di-
vesting itself of all rotary-wing SOF assets. Known as Initiative 17, the agreement
between the chiefs of staff of the US Air Force and US Army called for transfer of
the SOF rotary-wing mission to the US Army. The agreement infuriated many
members of Congress, who looked upon the initiative as a first step by the Air Force
to rid itself of the entire special operations mission. Two years later Congress
passed the Goldwater—Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act of 1986,
which was the landmark legislation that established modern-day SOF. The act
created the US Special Operations Command (USSOCOM) and, for the first time
ever, Congress earmarked a major force program to fund SOF requirements. Thus,
USSOCOM was given the responsibility to manage SOF appropriations separate
from service funding. The Combat Talon program was included in the new organiza-
tion. In 1988 the Combat Talon |l faced a major program crisis due to cost overruns
and delivery delays linked to the poor performance of the radar, forcing the restruc
turing of the entire program to save it from cancellation. Chapter 11 ends in 1989
on the eve of Operation Just Cause—the US invasion of Panama.

The following two chapters discuss Combat Talon participation in contingency
operations in both Panama and Southwest Asia. Chapter 12 begins in December
1989 when the 8th SOS was alerted to deploy to Panama for Operation Just Cause.
Crews of the 8th SOS landed at Rio Hato AB, Panama, only minutes after the
initiation of hostilities, delivering vital equipment and personnel. In the following
days Combat Talon crews supported special operations throughout the country, and
on 3 January 1990, an 8th SOS Combat Talon exfiltrated Manuel Noriega from
Panama to the United States. Chapter 13 describes Combat Talon operations in
Southwest Asia during 1990 and 1991. Seven months after Just Cause, the 8th SOS
deployed four aircraft and six crews to Saudi Arabia within days of the start of
Operation Desert Shield. The deployment continued for the next eight months, with
most of the squadron’s energy directed towards that theater. During Desert Storm
the 8th SOS dropped millions of leaflets in a highly successful psychological warfare
campaign and delivered 11 BLU-82B 15,000-pound bombs in support of coalition
objectives. The 7th SOS also deployed two Combat Talons to Turkey in mid-January
1991 to support the joint search-and-rescue mission. Chapter 13 ends with both
units returning to their home stations.

The catastrophic explosion of Mount Pinatubo near Clark AB, Philippines, forms
the backdrop for the beginning of Chapter 14. Many heroic actions were performed
by members of the 353d SOW and the 1st SOS as the Pacific Talons were forced
from their Pacific island base. For the next year the squadron remained in limbo,
with the decision delayed until 1992 to base all Pacific SOF fixed-wing assets at
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Kadena AB and all rotary-wing assets at Osan AB, Korea. Also, during 1992 the 15th
SOS was activated at Hurlburt Field and became the first operational squadron as-
signed the Combat Talon Il. Later in the year the 7th SOS moved to Royal Air Force
Alconbury, United Kingdom, and converted to the Combat Talon || weapons system. At
year'send the 1st and 8th SOSs operated the Combat Talon | aircraft, with the 7th and
15th SOSs assigned the new Combat Talon II. At Kirtland AFB, New Mexico, three
Combat Talon Il aircraft were assigned to the 1550th Combat Crew Training Wing,
and all formal Talon Il training was shifted from Hurlburt Field to that location over
the following year. During 1995, as a result of Commando Vision, the 1st SOS con -
verted to Combat Talon Il, and their Combat Talon | aircraft were subsequently
transferred to the 711th SOS at Duke Field, Florida. By the end of 1995, the 8th
SOS was the only active duty squadron flying the older Combat Talon I, with the
1st, 7th, 15th, and 550th SOSs flying the new Combat Talon Il. The 711th SOS at
Duke Field, assigned to the Air Force Reserve Component (AFRC), operated the
remainder of the older Combat Talon Is. Chapter 14 closes with a description of the
7th SOS’s participation in Operation Joint Endeavor.

The final chapter covers Combat Talon operations from 1996 to 2000. Contin-
gency operations in Africa and the Balkans, along with the extended commitment to
Southwest Asia, characterized the period. During the late 1990s the Combat Talon
Il weapons system was brought to maturity, and the sophisticated weapons system
trainer became operational at Kirtland AFB. In 1997 a 7th SOS crew won the
MacKay Trophy for its heroic actions during contingency operations in Africa. It
was the second time that the award was won while operating a Combat Talon
aircraft. In 1998 the 8th SOS flew the remains of one of its fallen comrades, 1st Lt
Michael Blassie, from Arlington National Cemetery to his home in St. Louis, Missouri.
Lieutenant Blassie had been shot down in Vietnam in 1972, and his remains had been
honored in the Tomb of the Unknowns since 1984. The 7th SOS was heavily involved in
Operation Assured Response during the spring of 1999. The European Talon Il squad-
ron dropped millions of leaflets as it contributed to the most concentrated air operation
since World War 11. The highly successful psychological operations campaign contrib-
uted significantly to the early cessation of hostilities by warring Serb forces. As the
year 2000 began, the 8th SOS moved to Duke Field and colocated with the 711th SOS,
becoming the first Air Force active associate squadron. Under the new arrangement all
14 Combat Talon | aircraft were transferred to AFRC, with both active duty and
Reserve component crews operating them.

The future of Combat Talon is discussed in the epilogue, with a look at the
impact of the new CV-22 tilt-rotor aircraft on Talon force structure. The Combat
Talon of the future is also presented with a discussion of the MCX concept aircraft,
which is a stealthy special operations delivery aircraft still on the drawing board.
The future of Combat Talon is bright. As long as there is a need for a long-range,
low-level aircraft capable of penetrating hostile airspace to deliver men, materiel, or
leaflets anywhere in the world, the Combat Talon will remain the centerpiece of
contemporary SOF.

* k % * % %

| hope that you find this story as interesting and exciting to read as it was for me
to put down on paper. In the end, however, history isn't always interesting or
exciting. The Praetorian STARShip was written as a smorgasbord of facts and events
that covers over 50 years of Combat Talon history. Partake of the feast as much as you
like, then saddle up and take a ride with Combat Talon.
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Chapter 1

Establishment of Combat Talon

And so, my fellow Americans, ask not what your country can do for you, ask what you can do for

your country.

It was November 1979 on a return flight from
Pope Air Force Base (AFB), North Carolina, when
Lt Col Bob Brenci first mentioned the possible in-
volvement of our unit, the Eighth Special Opera-
tions Squadron, in an attempt to rescue American
hostages in Iran. As the sun dipped below the hori-
zon, | thought of what this might mean in the
forthcoming months. Our idle speculation soon
turned into reality a few days later as tasking
flowed from the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS). The
effort expended over the following 12 months by
the special operations community would ulti-
mately set a course that would result in the rebirth
and resurrection of special operations. For those of
us intimately involved in special operations at the
time, we could not see how our nation could allow
such a unique capability to fade away. Yet, since
Vietnam special operation forces (SOF) assets had
steadily declined. Perhaps a successful rescue
could save our cherished mission.

| had checked out in the MC-130E Combat
Talon weapons system in November 1978 and had
been upgraded to instructor pilot the following
fall. I had little knowledge of the heritage and tra-
ditions of the former Combat Talon units. Indeed,
the whole talon program had been cloaked in se-
crecy, with little more than barroom war stories
ever told of early exploits. | had gone to Southeast
Asia (SEA) as a second lieutenant in 1971 to fly
the EC-130E and had gazed with envy at the Com-
bat Spear and Heavy Chain aircraft that would
occasionally transit the Air America ramp at
Udorn Royal Thai AFB, Udorn Thani, Thailand. |
vowed to be a part of this exciting special opera-
tions program one day. As the purple sky grew
dark over Georgia, | had little concept of what
Colonel Brenci’s words would mean to me person-
ally, but I was soon to feel the pain, as did the
whole SOF community, of the greatest adventure
of my life.

But the story of Combat Talon didn’t begin here,
nor did it begin in SEA. Rather, it began some
40-odd years before, over the skies of occupied
France. Nazi Germany had extended its iron fist
over the continent of Europe, and all that remained

—John F. Kennedy

of French resistance was small bands of partisans
operating throughout their occupied nation.

To support and build a viable partisan force,
Allied planners developed the concept of low-level
infiltration, resupply, and, in some cases, exfiltra-
tion of Allied forces sent to help the partisan
bands. Although aircraft have hanged dramati-
cally since the early beginnings, the mission has
remained virtually the same. To understand how
the modern MC-130E/H Combat Talon weapons
systems have evolved into what they are today, we
must make a brief sojourn back into history.

World War Il: The Office of Strategic
Servicesand the US Army Air Force

The modern-day Combat Talon mission can be
traced to World War (WW) Il and the French
campaign in Central Europe from 1944 to 1945.
The long-range, low-level mission was also em-
ployed by the 1st Air Commando Group in the
China-Burma-India theater in the Far East.
When Nazi Germany overran France early in the
war, the venue was set for the long-range, low-
level penetration mission to infiltrate, resupply,
and exfiltrate friendly forces operating behind
enemy lines. Throughout France, partisan bands
organized to resist the brutal occupation of their
homeland by Nazi Germany. The key to partisan
success lay in their ability to receive Allied sup-
port, thus providing them the capability to con-
tinue their struggle. The Office of Strategic Serv-
ices (OSS) headed by William J. “Wild Bill”
Donovan was tasked to support these behind-the-
lines operations. Although some operations could
be done by way of land or sea infiltration, the vast
majority of OSS requirements relied on air for
support. Royal Air Force (RAF) special duties
squadrons supported their own special operations
forces, but they did not possess air assets in suffi-
cient quantities to service OSS needs. General
Donovan organized his European OSS operations
to best support the French area of operations. He
established two primary operating locations— one
just outside London, known as OSS/London, and
one in North Africa, known as OSS/Algiers. The
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OSS had no dedicated aircraft to support its air
requirements, but instead it relied on theater op-
erational commanders for support. Because of the
high demand placed on the United States Army
Air Force (USAAF) in Europe at the time, and
because of the specialized nature of the mission,
support was not forthcoming. In the fall of 1942,
General Donovan set about to acquire a commit-
ment from the JCS for dedicated air support of his
operations in France.

In December 1942 the OSS presented a de-
tailed operations plan (OPLAN), JCS OPLAN
170/1, to the Joint Chiefs of Staff for their ap-
proval. The document outlined requirements for
OSS clandestine activities in the western Medi-
terranean, including the requirement for three
bomber-type aircraft for each moonlit night of the
month. Sourcing of these aircraft was left to the
discretion of the theater commander. The plan
was endorsed by the JCS on 18 December 1942
and forwarded to Gen Dwight D. Eisenhower in
Algiers for his approval. On 7 February 1943 Gen-
eral Eisenhower gave his approval in principle to
the OSS plan. Aircraft assigned to the region be-
longed to the Northwest African Air Forces
(NAAF) under the leadership of Lt Gen Carl A.
“Tooey” Spaatz. Citing higher priorities for con-
ventional air operations, General Spaatz deferred
NAAF support for the OSS plan.

Without dedicated air assets, the OSS had to
compete with conventional forces for support. The
heavy requirements generated by high-altitude
daylight bombing of Germany did not leave any
heavy bomber assets available to support OSS op-
erations. The OSS considered the situation intol-
erable. In Washington, General Donovan submit-
ted a letter to the JCS on 13 June 1943 outlining
the need for dedicated special air units for his
overseas OSS bases. He requested that JCS ap-
prove six bomber-type aircraft for OSS/Algiers
and one squadron of 12 aircraft for OSS/London.
The JCS disapproved Donovan’s request, again
deferring sourcing of air assets to the overseas
combat theater commanders. JCSreasoned that if
the mission was important to theater command-
ers, then they should be willing to provide air
assets out of hide. In August 1943 General Spaatz
finally approved assignment of three NAAF B-17s
to OSS/Algiers.t

The assignment of the three B-17s to OSS/
Algiers gave the OSS a meager air capability
in North Africa for the first time. The aircraft
and crews were sourced from the 2d, 99th, and
301st Bomb Groups. On 26 September 1943 three

aircraft and three crews were officially assigned to
the new Special Flight Section of OSS/Algiers. The
Special Flight Section set up operations at Massi-
cault Airfield, Tunisia, where the 2d Bombard-
ment Group was also located. Being an ad hoc or-
ganization with no maintenance of its own,
OSS/Algiers aircraft were maintained by 2d Group
personnel .2

The B-17 training program began with day-
light, low-level, cross-country flights across Tuni-
sia and Algeria. Aircraft flew as low as 400 feet
above the ground, and aircrews soon transitioned
to night low-level training flights as navigational
skills improved. Unlike their modern-day C-130
Talon cousins, the B-17s were extremely limited
when it came to night low-level operations, hav-
ing to rely on visual cues for both terrain avoid-
ance and navigation. The first operational mission
flown by an assigned OSS/Algiers B-17 occurred
on 20 October 1943. A lone B-17F of the Special
Flight Section departed Blida Airfield near Al-
giers and headed north towards the southern
coastline of France. After low-altitude penetration
into southern France, the aircraft continued low
level to its drop zone (DZ) near the Swiss border
and air-dropped 10 containers of weapons, ammu-
nition, and other supplies to a group of French
Maquisards under the supervision of a British
agent. During the return leg of the mission, the
aircraft was hit and badly damaged by enemy arti-
aircraft fire, forcing shutdown of two of the air-
craft’s four engines. The crew nursed the aircraft
back to Algeria, where it made an emergency
landing. Although suffering combat damage to the
aircraft, the first OSS/Algiers resupply mission
was an operational success.®

With success came additional support in late
October 1943. Three B-25 medium bombers, fol-
lowed a short time later by an additional three,
were assigned to OSS/Algiers by Twelfth Air Force
(AF) to be used for personnel infiltration missions.
Employment of the B-25s proved unsatisfactory
for OSS operations into France—they were
deemed too fast for personnel drops, and they had
neither the range nor the payload to reach France
from North Africa. With six aircraft assigned, the
Special Flight Section was reorganized into two
units—the 122d Liaison Squadron and the 68th
Reconnaissance Group. In late December 1943 the
122d and the 68th redeployed to Manduria, Italy,
where the B-25s could be better utilized. The B-
17s were left in North Africa and moved to Blida
Air Base (AB), Algeria, which was located some 20
miles from OSS/Algiers headquarters and was



colocated with the British RAF's Halifax-equipped
Special Duties Flight#

As OSS/Algiers acquired its meager allotment
of B-17s and B-25s, OSS/London continued to re-
fine its requirements and seek USAAF support.
On 6 February 1943 OSS/London dispatched a
message to OSS/Washington, establishing its re-
quirement for “at least 12 specially modified B-24
Liberators.” In Washington, as he had done since
the previous fall, General Donovan continued to
work, albeit unsuccessfully, to convince the JCS to
dedicate aircraft for OSS/London (and also in-
crease aircraft allocations for OSS/Algiers).®

Not until the fall of 1943 did the OSS break the
logjam, and only then by a quirk of fate. The War
Department and the Navy Department agreed
that the Navy would be the sole service respon -
sible for airborne antisubmarine warfare. The 9
July 1943 agreement released the USAAF from
the antisubmarine mission, which was being per-
formed in Europe by Eighth Air Force’'s 479th Anti-
submarine Group with four squadrons of B-24
Liberators. Navy aircraft were scheduled to arrive
in Europe to replace the 479th in October 1943.
The USAAF antisubmarine B-24s had been heavily
modified for their naval warfare role and were
unusable as conventional bombers. In addition,
479th aircrews were not trained in high-altitude
precision bombing.®

Maj Gen Ira C. Eaker, the Eighth AF com-
mander, quickly worked out a plan to employ the
479th B-24s and their crews for OSS support.
With JCS approval of OSS/London’s operational
plan arriving on 17 September 1943, General
Eaker directed Eighth AF to implement the air
portion of the OSS plan. The initiative was desig-
nated the Carpetbagger Project. In November two
new special operations squadrons were activated
as the 36th and 406th Bombardment Squadrons
(Special) and were stationed at Royal Air Force
(RAF) Alconbury.”

Through the remainder of the year, aircrews
from the disbanded 479th Group were trained for
their new low-level mission by RAF special duty
crews. Thirty-two B-24s were concurrently modi-
fied at Eighth AF maintenance depots, and by the
first of January 1944, initial aircrews and aircraft
were certified combat ready .

Modifications to the aircraft included measures
to improve their night-flying capabilities and
modifications to allow personnel to parachute
from the aircraft. Engine exhaust flame dampers,
muzzle flash suppressers for defensive guns, and
blackout curtains throughout the aircraft were all
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designed to reduce the possibility of visual detec-
tion by the enemy. For personnel airdrops, the
ball turret and its supporting structure were re-
moved from the floor of the aircraft, thus leaving
a large circular hole through which agent drops
could be made by parachute. Many other minor
modifications were also made: OSS/Algiers B-17
and B-25 aircraft were painted black under the
wings and under the fuselage, while the Carpet-
bagger B-24s were painted solid black.®

The first Carpetbagger mission was flown into
France on 4 January 1944, followed by 16 other
missions throughout the month. In February and
again in March, the Carpetbaggers moved loca-
tions, finally settling at their permanent location
of Harrington Airdrome. The Carpetbaggers flew
56 missions in February and 69 in March. By the
end of March, all 32 B-24s were modified and
combat ready, resulting in 99 missions being
flown in April. In May the number of missions
jumped to 200.%°

As missions increased and OSS/London’s air
operations matured into a first-rate force,
OSS/Algiers continued its operations with its
three original B-17s and six B-25s assigned dur-
ing the previous fall. While the B-25s supported
operations in Italy and the Balkans, the B-17s
made up the higher priority OSS/Algiers commit -
ment to France. From October 1943 through
January 1944, however, the three B-17s had
flown 26 missions, with only 11 resulting in suc-
cessful airdrops.t?

General Eaker was promoted to lieutenant
general in January 1944 and was transferred to
the Mediterranean as commander, Mediterranean
Allied Air Forces (MAAF). His success with the
Carpetbagger B-24s motivated him to seek simi-
lar capabilities for OSS/Algiers. For the next
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Carpetbagger B-24, circa 1945.
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three months, Eaker lobbied Washington for sup-
port. On 9 March 1944 the War Department
authorized Eaker to designate one squadron to be
organized for OSS operations. The 122d Liaison
Squadron was inactivated, and men and equip-
ment throughout MAAF were redirected to form
the new unit.t?

General Eaker used the three-plane B-17 ele-
ment at Blida to form the nucleus of the new
squadron. Fifteenth Air Force was directed to de-
tach 12 B-24 Liberators from its bomber force to
be utilized by the special operations unit. The air-
craft were sent to a maintenance depot in Tunis
for modifications and painting during March and
April, and aircrews were trained in low-level op-
erations. In February the unit flew five missions;
in March and April, 35 were flown. In May, well
before all crews were trained and aircraft modi-
fied, 88 missions were completed. On 10 April
1944 the new unit was officially activated as the
122d Bombardment Squadron (Heavy), and on 15
June 1944, it was redesignated the 885th Bom-
bardment Squadron (Heavy) (Special), with three
B-17s and 12 B-24sassigned.!?

On 2 May 1944 General Eisenhower directed
General Spaatz to provide an additional 25 air-
craft for the Carpetbagger Project. On 10 May the
788th and 850th Bombardment Squadrons were
assigned to the Carpetbaggers, thus bringing the
total aircraft strength to 64 Liberators assigned to
the 801st Bomb Group.*

Throughout the spring, OSS/London and
OSS/Algiers accelerated combat operations into
France in preparation for Operation Overlord, the
invasion of France by way of Normandy, and Op-
eration Anvil, the invasion of southern France.
Before D day, special operations missions concen-
trated on the delivery of weapons and ammuni-
tion to resistance groups operating in occupied
France.!’®> To a lesser degree, agents and agent
teams were infiltrated to assist in organizing
French resistance forces. After the Normandy and
southern France invasions, the air effort shifted
to personnel airdrops, as hundreds of Allied
teams were inserted into the French interior. As
ammunition and supplies were expended, resup-
ply drops were flown to keep those forces opera-
tionally sound.® Special Operations B-17s and B-
24s flew their low-level missions at 1,000 feet
above the ground, at approximately 150 knots in-
dicated air speed (KIAS). Once near the drop zone,
the aircraft descended to 800 feet for personnel
drops or to 400 feet for resupply drops, then
slowed to 120 KIAS. Resupply DZs were usually

marked by flashlights or small fires placed there
by the reception team. For personnel infiltrations,
many teams were dropped into unmanned and
unmarked drop zones.!” From January 1944 until
the end of the Normandy campaign nine months
later, OSS-tasked B-17s and B-24s flew into
France on virtually every moonlit night to execute
covert operations. OSS/Algiers aircraft also flew a
few missions into Italy and the Balkans, and
OSS/London Carpetbaggers flew occasionally into
Denmark and Norway. The primary objective,
however, was always France.®

Support for OSS covert operations did not come
without a price. At its peak in the summer of 1944,
the USAAF committed 83 aircraft to the covert
low-level infiltration, resupply, and exfiltration of
OSS-sponsored agents (three B-17s, 76 B-24s, and
four C-479). Of these, the Carpetbaggers lost 13
B-24s and 219 personnel over France, while the
122d/885th did not lose a plane operating out of
North Africa. One 122d B-17 and two Carpet-
bagger B-24swere also lost in noncombat accidents.
By September 1944 German presence in France
had all but ceased. Only small pockets of German
resistance in fortified enclaves could be found. On
12 September the 885th Bomb Squadron flew its
last sorties into France, and on 17 September the
Carpetbaggers ceased operations there.'®

After a successful French campaign, the Carpet-
baggers continued operations into Norway, Den-
mark, and over Germany itself. Operating from
southern Italy, the 885th flew missions into
northern Italy, the Balkans, and Eastern Europe.
The units continued to provide critical support to
the Allied war effort throughout the remainder of
the war. Like many other units at war’s end, special
operations units completely disappeared from the
USAAF, and the OSS itself ceased to exist. It would
take another war, which occurred halfway around
the globe in a place called Korea, before special op-
erations aircraft would fly again the low-level mis-
sion around which Combat Talonwas designed.

Post—World War I|—The Cold War,
Korea, and the Road to Vietnam

World War Il ended in the Pacific in August
1945, and a nation weary of a half-decade of war
eagerly transitioned to the role of an emerging
superpower. Europe and Japan lay devastated
from the war, yet America was virtually un-
touched. The huge demands of rebuilding the
world’s economy placed the United States at the
forefront of this massive undertaking and thrust
it into an economic boom unparalleled in history.



Two days before the surrender of the Japanese
in the Pacific, the Soviet Union declared war on
Japan and marched into Manchuria and northern
Korea. The Soviet Union took the United States
by surprise with its swift action; therefore, the
United States hastily proposed that Soviet forces
accept surrender of the Japanese north of the
38th parallel, saying that the United States
would accept surrender south of that point. US
leaders reasoned that elections would be held in
the near future to determine the makeup of
post—World War |1 Asia, including Korea. The So-
viets readily accepted the proposal, but free elec-
tions never were held, thus setting the stage for a
future conflict on the Korean peninsula.

Throughout the remainder of 1945 and into
1946, the United States demobilized its air, land,
and naval forces that had fought and won World
War Il. The United States had not historically
maintained a large standing military during
peacetime. With demands placed on the United
States to rebuild Europe and Japan, US demobi -
lization seemed the right course of action. The
one miscalculation made by the United States
was the Soviet Union’s dogged determination to
expand communism through world dominance.
The resultant cold war was not recognized in its
early stages for what it actually was—a war. Not
until the summer of 1950, when the North Korean
Peoples Army (NKPA)—trained and equipped by
the Soviet Unionand communist China—invaded
South Korea, did this miscalculation come to
light.

With the disbanding of the OSS in 1945, the
National Security Council (NSC) was tasked with
covert and clandestine operations and established
infrastructure and organizational responsibility
for carrying out those operations. The National Se-
curity Act of 1947 established the National Secu-
rity Council and the Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA) as independent agencies responsible for col-
lecting intelligence affecting the national security
of the United States. During peacetime the CIA
was designated the primary agency for conducting
covert and clandestine actions. In times of war, the
Department of Defense (DOD) had primary re-
sponsibility, but there was a great deal of unde-
fined areas, which would inevitably cause conflict
between the two civilian and military organiza-
tions. From 1947 to 1954, NSC directives outlined
when either DOD or the CIA was responsible for
these actions.?°

When the NKPA invaded Korea on 25 June
1950, DOD and CIA relationships were still in
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their infancy. As a result, military, CIA, and
South Korean unconventional warfare (UW) ef-
forts in Korea were uncoordinated and disjointed
from the outset. The initial organization set up to
manage UW efforts in Korea was known as the
Far East Command (FECOM) “Liaison Group,” or
FEC/LG. This staff organization was FECOM's
link to intelligence and partisan organizations con-
trolled by DOD and CIA case officers. The CIA
was an independent civilian organization and, as
such, guarded its independence from the military
establishment. The reluctance to cooperate be-
tween these two organizations doomed FEC/LG.
By late fall the FECOM commander, Gen Douglas
MacArthur, sought to create an organization tasked
to centralize control of all UW activities and to de-
velop a UW-coordinated plan. The classified title for
the new organization was Covert, Clandestine, and
Related Activities—Korea (CCRACK) and was lo-
cated in downtown Seoul. Its unclassified title
was the “Combined Command for Reconnaissance
Activities—Korea.” CCRAK (pronounced see
crack) was ajoint organization made up of both
military and CIA personnel. The CIA division of
CCRAK was entitled the “Joint Activities Com-
mission, Korea (JACK).” The director of CCRAK
was a military officer who was appointed by FE-
COM; the deputy director was a civilian CIA offi-
cer who was also the director of JACK. As was the
case for FEC/L G, cooperation between the military
and CIA civilians was voluntary within the organi-
zation. The CIA would not relinquish its inde-
pendence to a military boss. As the war pro-
gressed, this ad hoc organizational structure
would impact CCRAK’s ability to accomplish its
mission in an effective and efficient manner 2!
FEC/LG, and later CCRAK, required air sup-
port to infiltrate its agents behind the lines just as
the OSS had required during World War II. To
facilitate airborne infiltration of these agents, Unit
4 of the 21st Troop Carrier Squadron (TCS) was
established at Taegu Airfield (K-2) in southern
Korea in late July 1950. On 26 September 1950
two C-47s from Unit 4 accomplished the first of
many infiltration missions by air-dropping nine
agents behind the retreating NKPA. All landed
safely and were later exfiltrated by foot to report
NKPA movements? After the United Nation (UN)
breakout from the Pusan perimeter and the land-
ing of General MacArthur’s forces at Inchon, Unit
4 moved forward to Kimpo Airfield (K-14), located
just outside Seoul. For the next three months,
CCRAK missions were flown deep into northern
Korea from K-14. Chinese forces invaded Korea
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across the Yalu River in November 1950 and
steadily pushed UN forces back toward Seoul.
Pressure from the invading Chinese forced Unit 4
to redeploy to K-2 by February 1951.3

As Unit 4 reconstituted itself at K-2, it received
orders from its parent wing, the 374th Troop Car-
rier Wing (TCW), to establish a Special Air Missions
detachment. Subsequently, on 20 February 1951
Unit 4 was deactivated, and the Special Air Mis-
sions detachment stood up to provide VIP air sup-
port in addition to its CCRAK commitment. The
Special Air Missions detachment was tasked to pro-
vide additional air support to the US ambassador to
Korea, president of the Republic of South Korea,
commander in chief (CINC) FECOM (now Gen
Matthew Ridgway), and to 8th US Army (USA)
staff. The Special Air Missions detachment was
also tasked to fly psychological warfare (PSY -
WAR) missions as requested by 8th Army. This
new tasking placed a tremendous burden on the
small Special Air Missions unit. By day attached
Fifth AF crews flew VIP missions throughout the
theater in a converted VB-17 bomber and a vV C-47
transport. By night 8th Army PSYWAR missions
were flown by Special Air Missions aircrews in
two C-47 speaker-equipped aircraft, and covert
CCRAK infiltrations were made by three addi-
tional C-47s formerly owned by Unit 4. Although
modifications to the latter aircraft were requested
by CCRAK, the only modification made was the
addition of the SCR-300 radio.? Throughout 1951
Special Air Missions C-47s executed CCRAK low-
level infiltration missionsinto northern Korea.

Special Air Missions aircrews were literally fly-
ing around the clock to support all mission taskings.
CCRAK requirements soon exceeded the Special Air
Missions detachment’s capabilities. As aresult, on 1
April 1952 B Flight, 6167th Operations Squadron,
was activated at Seoul City AB (K-16) to increase
FECOM's special operations capabilities. B Flight
was equipped with B-26 medium bombers and C-46/
C-47 transports. The B-26 aircraft were modified to
accommodate up to six jumpers who would para-
chute from the aircraft through the open bomb bay.
All B Flight aircraft were painted black to reduce
detection during nighttime operations.?

The primary mission of B Flight was the infil-
tration and resupply of agents or teams operating
behind enemy lines whose purpose was to gather
intelligence and to perform other covert activities,

including the rescue of downed aircrew. B Flight
also had a psychological operations (PSY OPS)
mission that included leaflet drops and speaker
broadcast. More conventional in nature, B Flight
crews were also trained in night flare operations.
Other operations included personnel snatch utiliz-
ing transport-type aircraft.* %

On 29 December 1952 a Fifth AF letter out-
lined a new capability for retrieving downed air-
crew or agents from enemy-held territory. The
system was known as the Personnel Pickup
Ground Station and was more commonly referred
to by aircrew as “the snatch system.” The system
was similar to banner-towing aircraft pickups
whereby a wire was suspended between two
poles, with a second wire attached to the object
(or person) to be picked up. An aircraft equipped
with a tailhook (usually a C-47 transport) would
fly low just above the horizontal wire and hook
the line with the tailhook. The aircraft would then
perform a rapid climb to altitude while the pack-
age was retrieved into the pickup aircraft.**2

On two occasions during 1953, B Flight was
tasked to perform a snatch mission. The first at-
tempt ended unsuccessfully when the downed air-
man was captured before the aircraft arrived in the
pickup area. The second attempt had to be aborted
after the pickup aircraft received heavy fire and se-
vere damage during its run-in for pickup® Like the
Special Air Missions detachment, B Flight con-
tinued to operate and fly CCRACK missions until
the signing of the Korean War Armisticein 1953.

Air Resupply and
Communications Service

By 1948 it became apparent to US leadership
that the Soviet Union under Joseph Stalin could
not be appeased, persuaded, or otherwise con-
vinced to respect the territorial rights of its neigh-
bor nations. The US Air Force (USAF) and the
CIA had been created by the National Security
Act of 1947 and activated a short time later. Vision-
aries in the Pentagon reasoned that the next war
would be fought and won (or lost) in the minds
of those fighting it. Subsequently, the Psycho-
logical Warfare Division was established at the
Air Staff in February 1948. By definition psycho-
logical warfare in 1948 was synonymous with spe-
cial operations as defined during World War 1.
The new PSYWAR (also known as PW) division

*Vietnam-era C-130E(I) Combat Talons would execute virtually identical missions for Military Assistance Command Vietnam, Special Opera-

tions Group (MACV SOG).

**The Fulton Surface-to-Air Recovery System (STARS) was developed by Robert Edison Fulton Jr. during the 1960s and was a vast improvement
over the older “snatch” system. STARS was installed on the 14 C-130E (1) Combat Talons and was deployed to SEA in the mid-1960s.



immediately set about to develop plans to fight
this “new” type of warfare, which came to be
known as psychological warfare, or PSYWAR for
short.®

In 1950 Air Staff/PW created two special opera-
tions wings devoted to the PSYWAR mission and
scheduled them to be activated in 1952. The plan
called for three additional wings to be activated in
1953, with future growth programmed to seven
wings. On 5 January 1951 the Military Air Trans
port Service (MATS) was tasked to organize,
train, and equip these new wings. For security
purposes, the special operations wings were desig-
nated “air resupply and communications wings.”
A new service was established to provide over-
sight for this new capability and was designated
the Air Resupply and Communications Service
(ARCS).*

Activated on 23 February 1951 at Andrews
AFB, Maryland, the ARCS represented the most
ambitious commitment to special operations since
World War Il and was responsible for oversight of
the PSYWAR mission of the US Air Force. The
catalyst for this new capability was the require-
ment by the CIA for long-range air transport of
guerrilla warfare agents and supplies into Soviet-
occupied Europe and Northwest Asia. ARCS was
responsible for USAF unconventional warfare
(guerrilla warfare), direct action (commando-type
raids), strategic reconnaissance (intelligence gather-
ing), and PSY WAR operations.3!

The 580th Air Resupply and Communications
Wing (ARCW) was activated at Mountain Home
AFB, ldaho, in April 1951, with a second wing,
the 581st ARCW, following in July. A third wing,
designated the 582d ARCW, was activated in
1952. The three wings were organized and
equipped in a similar manner, with the exception
that the 581st ARCW was the only wing having
rotary-wing aircraft. First-year activities for the
580th and 581st were devoted to training aircrew
and support personnel in their new PSYWAR
mission and in rebuilding Mountain Home AFB,
which had fallen into disrepair since the end of
World War Il. In early 1952 the 581st received
orders to forward deploy to Clark AB, Philippines,
and to be assigned to Thirteenth AF. The first to
deploy overseas, the composite wing arrived at
Clark AB in July 1952 with six squadrons specifi-
cally tailored to perform the PSYWAR mission3?

Of the six squadrons assigned to the wing, the
581st Air Resupply Squadron (ARS) was the lone
squadron devoted to flying operations. Assigned
to the 581st ARS were 12 specially modified B-29
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heavy bombers, four C-119 heavy transports, four
SA-16 amphibians, and four H-19A helicopters.
(The 580th/582d ARS were equipped with the same
number of fixed-wing aircraft.) All aircraft were
new, except for the B-295 which had been pulled
from USAF storage at Warner Robins AFB, Geor -
gia. The mission of the 581st ARS was the infiltra-
tion, resupply, and exfiltration of guerrilla-type per-
sonnel, and the aerial delivery of PSYWAR materiel
(leaflets and other similar materiels). The other five
squadrons supported the 581st ARS by providing
maintenance, cargo airdrop rigging, long-range
communications, and PSYWAR/leaflet production.
One unique squadron was devoted to preparing
guerrilla-type personnel for insertion into enemy-
occupied territory.33

The 581st ARCW proved to be a very flexible
wing, and its initial theater deployment plan, out-
lined in FECOM Operations Plan (OPLAN) 3-52,
capitalized on this flexibility. The OPLAN estab-
lished a concept of operations for theater forward de-
ployment of assigned 581st ARCW assets. Four B-
29s and associated support personnel were placed on
a 60-day rotation schedule to Y okota AB, Japan, to be
colocated with the 91st Strategic Reconnaissance
Squadron, which also flew the B-29. The four C-119
and support personnel were placed on a 90-day rota-
tion schedule, with the commander, 315th Air Divi-
sion (AD), to determine where the aircraft would be
deployed. Two SA-16s were sent to K-16 in Korea to
augment B Flight of the 6167th Air Base Group.
The four H-19A helicopters were also forward de-
ployed to K-16 in support of the 2157th Air Rescue
Squadron (in fact, they were colocated with the
2157th but actually supported B Flight, as did the
two SA-16s).3* CCRAK maintained Operational
Control (OPCON) of these forces and employed
them into northern Korea along with B Flight and
Special Air Missions detachment aircraft.

Extensive modifications were required for the B-
29 Superfortress to enable it to perform the special

Photo courtesy of Apollo’s Warriors

B-29s from the 581st ARCW supported long-range psycho-
logical leaflet operationsintonorthern Korea.



PRAETORIAN STARSHIP

operations mission. All turrets, except the tail tur-
ret, were removed from the aircraft, leaving the
aircraft unarmed and incapable of self-defense. A
parachutist’s exit was made where the belly gun
turret was originally located. Resupply bundles
were mounted on bomb racks inside the bomb bay,
thus allowing the bundles to be dropped like
bombs over the drop zone. Aircraft were painted
black, and a crude HTR-13 obstruction-warning
radar was installed to warn the crew of approach-
ing terrain. Later Combat Talon aircraft would be
equipped with a highly sophisticated radar allow -
ing low-level, adverse weather terrain-following
operations. The major flaw in the B-29 employed
in the special operations role, however, was that it
had been designed for high-altitude precision
bombing, not low-level airdrop. Over the drop zone
at drop airspeed, the aircraft was near its stall
speed and was difficult to maneuver.®

A B-29 assigned to the 580th ARCW conducted
trials at Eglin AFB, Florida, during the summer of
1951 to determine if the aircraft could be used to
extract personnel utilizing the prototype Personnel
Pickup Ground Station extraction system. The test
aircraft was modified with a 48-inch diameter
opening in place of the aft-belly turret and with an
elongated tailhook at the rear of the aircraft. The
system was similar to the one adopted in 1952 by
Fifth AF for the C-47s of the Special Air Missions
detachment in Korea. The tests proved technically
feasible, but the project was dropped for the B-29
aircraft due to aircraft size and safety considera-
tions of flying it so close to the ground.®

The solid black B-29s flew long-range leaflet-
drop missions over northern Korea. PSYWAR
“leaflet bombs” were loaded with various forms of
PSYWAR materiel and then airdropped from high
altitude. An altitude-sensitive fuse opened the
container at a predetermined set altitude, depend-
ent on premission forecast winds and desired dis-
persal patterns. On 15 January 1953 a 581st ARS
B-29, with the wing commander on board, was shot
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Picture depicts ARS C-119 in French markings. Squad-
ron supported US interest in SEA during the early
1950s.

down 12 miles south of the Yalu River in far
northern Korea on a leaflet-drop mission. Radar-
controlled searchlights illuminated the unarmed
Superfortress, and “day only” MiG-15s shot the
aircraft down. Surviving crew members were im-
prisoned by Chinese communist forces and were
put on trial in October 1954. Not until 4 August
1955, two years after the Korean War Armistice,
were the surviving crew members released from
Chinese prison 37

At the direction of the 315th Air Division com-
mander, the 581st ARS C-119s provided limited
airlift support to FECOM’'s Korean operations
throughout 1952. Beginning in 1953, however,
the C-119s were employed in Southeast Asia in
support of French operations in Indochina. Sup-
plies, including ammunition, vehicles, and barbed
wire, were delivered to Haiphong Airfield in ever-
increasing quantities. When US presence in Indo-
china could not be publicly escalated, plans were
developed to utilize 581st personnel in a discrete
support role. Refurbished C-119s, under French
markings, were flown into Indochina by 581st
crews, and French C-119s were flown out for de-
pot repair at Clark AB. Instructors from the 581st
were also tasked to train ClA-employed Civil Air
Transport (CAT) civilian aircrews in the C-119.
American support for the French only prolonged
the inevitable fall of the former colonial power. In
May 1954, the French were defeated at Dien Bien
Phu, thus ending 100 years of French colonial
rulein Indochinas3®

In October 1954, after being downsized to a
group in September 1953, the 581st was relocated
from Clark AB, Philippines, to Kadena AB, Ja-
pan, where it continued reduced operations out of
that location for the next two years. In September
1956, the group was officially deactivated, thus
closing a chapter in special operations history in
the Pacific.®

* * * * * %

In July and September 1952 the 580th ARCW,
which had been stationed at Mountain Home AFB
since its activation, embarked its support person-
nel by way of ship to North Africa for its initial
deployment overseas. Assigned B-29s flew out of
Westover AFB, Massachusetts, with a planned re-
fueling and overnight crew rest stop in the Azores
en route to Wheelus AB, Libya. The C-119s and
SA-16s, with a much shorter range than the B-
29s, took a northern route through Iceland, Eng-
land, and Italy before arriving in Libya#°



Life at Wheelus AB for the 580th was Spartan, at
best, for the first six months of operations. Person-
nel lived and worked in tents enduring the swelter-
ing summer heat of North Africa. Low-level training
was emphasized for the aircrews. The B-29s and
C-119s flew low over the Mediterranean Sea, and
flew 500 feet above the Libyan desert. In January
1954 a B-29 was lost during a low-level training
mission when it failed to clear aridgeline.*

A primary customer for the 580th was the 10th
Special Forces Group (Airborne) [(10th SFG) (A)],
which was garrisoned at Bad Toelz, Germany, in
the Bavarian Alps. Tenth Group personnel would
deploy to Libya for parachute and desert survival
training. Dropping at 1,000 feet above the ground,
B-29 navigators utilized the Nordon bombsight
developed during World War |l to determine the
release point. The bombsight proved to be equally
as accurate at 1,000 feet as it had been dropping
bombs at high altitude during WW11 .42

Assigned SA-16s were tasked to fly classified
courier missions throughout the Mediterranean,
Middle East, and southern Europe. The amphibian
aircraft proved to be versatile and on several occa-
sions was tasked to fly extremely sensitive mis-
sions, including ones into the Balkans behind the
so-called iron curtain and into southern Russia.
Operating out of Tehran, Iran, in March 1956, an
SA-16 penetrated Soviet airspace at low-level alti-
tude en route to a night amphibious exfiltration
from the Caspian Sea. The mission went as
planned, resulting in the successful exfiltration of
a man, woman, and two children. The family was
flown directly to a water rendezvous in the Medi-
terranean Sea and from there transferred to an
awaiting ship.*3

During the summer of 1952, while the 580th was
deploying to Wheelus AB, the Air Staff announced
its decision to reduce the number of ARC wings
from seven to four. Only three wings were eventu-
ally activated, however (the 580th, 581st, and
582d).44 The primary reason for this reduction was
funding. The Air Force was essentially operating a
national-level special operations program for an
agency outside the DOD (the CIA) with dollars
needed for higher priority strategic forces. With the
rapid buildup of the Strategic Air Command to
counter Soviet cold war aggression and the result-
ing funding requirements, the lesser priority PSY-
WAR mission was curtailed. In April 1953 the Air
Staff directed ARCS to limit operations to Air Force-
only projects, thus ending support for such outside
agencies as the CIA. Nine months later Department
of the Air Force Letter 322 and Military Air
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Transport Service General Order 174 deactivated
ARCS, effective 1 January 1954.%

In September 1953, after the Korean Armistice
was signed that ended active conflict on the Ko-
rean peninsula and three months before deactiva-
tion of the ARCS, the three active wings were re-
duced to air resupply groups. The downsized
groups were approximately one-half the size of the
former wings and consisted of two squadrons—one
flying squadron and one support squadron—as
compared to six squadrons in each wing before the
reorganization.*

* * * % * %

The third and last ARC wing, the 582d, was
activated at Mountain Home AFB on 24 Septem-
ber 1952, to coincide with the deployment of the
580th to Libya. As the previous two wings had
done, the 582d spent its first year at Mountain
Home AFB training and preparing assigned per-
sonnel for its PSYWAR mission. Having been
newly redesignated the 582d Air Resupply Group,
it deployed from Mountain Home AFB to RAF
Molesworth, United Kingdom (UK), and set up
operations in Europe in February 1954.4

The 582d was assigned to Third Air Force and
provided the bulk of its air support to the 10th SFG
(A), which had been transferred in total from Fort
Bragg, North Carolina, to Bad To6elz, Germany, by
this time. For the next two and one-half years, the
582d worked closely with the 10th Group providing
airdrop, resupply, and airland support with its as-
signed B-29 and C-119 aircraft. The versatile SA-16
was utilized for amphibious missions, including
night water-infiltration/exfiltration operations.®

By 1956 USAF interest in the unconventional
warfare mission had run its course. General Order
37, Headquarters Seventeenth Air Force, dated 12
October 1956, deactivated the 580th ARG in place
in Libya. Third Air Force General Order 86, dated
18 October 1956, deactivated the 582d ARS, effec-
tive 25 October 1956. With the deactivation of the
581st at Kadena AB in September 1956, the USAF
closed the book on the long-range unconventional
warfare mission around which the ARCS and its
associated wings were based.* The book would open
again eight years later when the United States
found itself in ahot war in SEA.

Early American
Assistance to Vietnam

As the tide of battle changed in favor of the
Allies near the end of WWII, agents of the United
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States began working with resistance groups op-
posed to the Japanese occupation of Indochina.
The OSS played the predominant role in these
early operations. Ho Chi Minh guerrillas were ac-
tively resisting Japanese occupation, and as a re-
sult, OSS agents were approved by President
Franklin D. Roosevelt in early 1945 to train the
Viet Minh and help lead them in their efforts
against the Japanese. The war in Europe was
reaching its climax, and France had been liberated
from Nazi occupation. The OSS had the capacity
to redirect much of its attention to the war in the
Pacific. During this early period of US involve-
ment in Indochina, Ho Chi Minhhad not declared
himself a communist. What has come to be an
ironic twist of fate, the first American aid to SEA
was to the Viet Minh guerrillas fighting against
Japanese occupation. These guerrillas would be-
come America’'s enemy during the Second Indo-
chinaWar.®°

The United States opposed the return of the
French to Indochina after Japan’s defeat in 1945,
but with the death of President Roosevelt in
April, there was little formal opposition. In the
view of President Harry S. Truman the United
States had more important commitments else-
where in the postwar world than in Indochina.
The United States also needed French support in
Europe against the Soviet Union and conse-
quently backed off from its opposition of the
French claiming their colonies in SEA. Thus, a
near-total withdrawal of US aid was coupled with
a concurrent French buildup in their former col-
ony. Ho Chi Minh did not favor the return of the
French; rather, he viewed their return as an ex-
tension of the century-old occupation of Indochina
by foreigners. Ho Chi Minh moved to the country-
side and continued his resistance to foreign occu-
pation that he had begun against the Japanese.
With no Western aid available, he turned to the
Chinese communists for support. With the defeat
of the Nationalist Chinese by Communist forces
in 1949, the United States reevaluated how it
looked at the French-Viet Minh conflict. With the
onset of the cold war and the resultant contain-
ment policy of the United States, America began
to associate the Indochina conflict as an East versus
West one—communism versus the Free World.
North Korea, with the support of both Chinese
and Stalinist communists, invaded South Korea
on 24 June 1950. The United States established
the Military Assistance and Advisory Group
(MAAG) in Saigon in August 1950. From that
time until the defeat of the French at Dien Bien
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Phu in May 1954, America provided 80 percent of
the logistical costs of French activities in Indo-
china®*

During the 1954-55 period, the United States
was negotiating in Paris and in Saigon to gain
permission to train the South Viethamese Army.
On 10 May 1955 (one year after Dien Bien Phu),
the White House announced that the United
States had undertaken responsibility for the
training of Vietnamese armed forces upon the re-
qguest of the government of Vietnam and with the
agreement of the government of France. Ten days
later, French military forces evacuated Saigon,
thus ending their government’s official participa-
tion in the affairs of its former colony.*?

From the very onset of US training of Vietnamese
forces, America suffered from the so-called Ko-
rean syndrome; that is, America concentrated on
building a conventional army to fight a conven-
tional enemy that would attack the South over
the demilitarized zone (DMZ) separating the two
countries. A strong conventional army was viewed
as the key to stopping communist aggression.
There were some individuals in Washington, how -
ever, who did not view the Vietnamese conflict
solely in conventional terms. As aresult, the most
knowledgeable unconventional warfare expert in
the US military was sent to Saigon to establish an
unconventional warfare capability—Col Edward
F. Lansdale of the US Air Force.5%®

Colonel Lansdale had gained recognition for his
work in the Philippines during the Communist
Hukbalahap’s (Philippine People’s Anti-Japanese
Army) Huck rebellion of the late 1940s. With
Lansdale’ s assistance, Philippine president Ramén
Magsaysay had executed an unconventional war-
fare campaign that proved to be the most suc-
cessful campaign of its kind up to that time.
Some in Washington saw similarities in Vietnam
that existed during the early years of the Huck
rebellion, and they felt that experience gained
there could be applied by Colonel Lansdale to the
Vietnamese conflict.

In June 1954 Colonel Lansdale arrived in
Saigon to become the chief of the Saigon Military
Mission (SMM). His charter included the estab-
lishment of an organization for clandestine and
covert actions against North Vietnam (NVN).
These actions were to discredit “an active and in-
telligent enemy who made full use of legal rights
to screen his activities in establishing his stay-
behind organization south of the 17th parallel.”s*
Two months after Lansdale’s arrival, NSC issued
Directive 5412, which defined covert operations



conducted by the United States. Several previous
directives addressing covert operations were also
rescinded at the same time. A follow-on NSC Di-
rective, 5412/2, provided the national authority for
UW operations as conducted in SEA, namely,
propaganda, political action-economic warfare, pre-
ventive direct action, including sabotage, anti-
sabotage, and demolition; escape, evasion, and
evacuation measures; subversion against hostile
states or groups, including resistance movements
and guerrilla or refugee liberation groups; support
of indigenous and anticommunist elements in
threatened countries of the Free World; and decep-
tion plans and operations.5®> NSC 5412/2 further
stated that such operations did not include armed
conflict by recognized military forces, espionage,
and counterespionage, nor cover and deception for
military operations.®® The most significant out-
come of Directive 5412/2 was the establishment of
Special Group (5412), which was the highest na-
tional authority to grant approval and disapproval
of covert operations.5”

By August 1954 Colonel Lansdale’s SMM was
adequately staffed, and armed with the just is-
sued NSC Directive 5412, he commenced opera-
tions against the North. Paramilitary teams were
established in Hanoi, Haiphong, and south of the
17th parallel. Initial efforts centered on propa-
ganda campaigns utilizing leaflets distributed by
these teams designed to cast doubt on individual
ownership of property under the communists, on
money reform, and on individual freedoms. Sabo-
tage of key war-fighting materiel, such as con-
tamination of oil stocks, was an example of direct-
action-type missions these teams performed.
Perhaps the most important mission assigned to
the paramilitary teams by SMM was the recruit-
ing and training of stay-behind indigenous forces
to be employed after the two countries were di-
vided. Another important mission was the caching
of supplies for use by these stay-behind forces. By
1955 Ho Chi Minh had assumed complete control
of the North, and an unofficial report reviewed
the accomplishments of the SMM up to that time:
“I1t had taken a tremendous amount of hard work
to beat the Geneva deadline—to locate, select, ex-
filtrate, and equip the men of these (indigenous)
teams and have them in place, ready for actions
required against the enemy.”s8

In 1955 the US government put its support be-
hind Ngo Dinh Diem, a member of the Christian
minority in a predominately Buddhist South Viet-
nam. Diem’s early successes to consolidate power
in the South was perceived in a positive light in
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Washington and more aid was provided to his
government. The truth behind his early success
was, in fact, that Communist forces were concen-
trating on consolidating power in the North and
had not yet begun large-scale, organized effortsin
the South. Just as SMM had equipped and trained
indigenous stay-behind forces in the North, Viet
Minh guerrillas (later known by Americans as
Vietcong) were organized and equipped in the
South to challenge the South Vietnamese govern-
ment. Beginning in 1957 the Viet Minh began es-
calating armed attacks against Diem’s forces be-
cause of actions taken by Diem that affected
Vietcong objectives in the South. These actions
included Diem’s cancellation of elections pre-
scribed by the Geneva Accord in 1956, his intensi-
fied campaign to eliminate the Viet Minh in South
Vietnam by military force, and his close economic,
military, and political ties with Ameaica. Through-
out the remainder of the 1950s and through 1961,
the communist insurgency intensified and ex-
panded throughout South Vietnam. In September
1960 the US ambassador to Saigon advised Presi-
dent John F. Kennedy that “it may become neces-
sary for the US government to begin considera-
tion of alternative courses of action and |eaders.”5®

US-Soviet relations in early 1961 strengthened
America’s resolve to defend freedom in Southeast
Asia. In his now-famous speech of January 1961,
Nikita S. Khrushchev announced Moscow’s inten-
tion to back “wars of national liberation” around
the world. In April of 1961 President Kennedy
suffered the humiliation of the Bay of Pigs fiasco,
which set off alarms in Washington that would
quickly be heard in Vietnam. On 20 April 1961,
the day after the attempted Bay of Pigs invasion
of Cuba, President Kennedy asked the secretary
of defense to apprise him of the Vietnam situation
and to recommend a course of action that would
prevent communist victory in Indochina. The re-
sultant plan submitted to President Kennedy ar-
ticulated a greater emphasis on covert and para-
military operations as well as deployment of
additional military and CIA personnel to South
Vietnam. With the president’s approval and en-
dorsement by the secretary of state and the secre-
tary of defense, the plan marked the beginning of
a commitment to SEA that would continue
throughout the 1960s and ultimately cost more
than 50,000 American lives and nearly fracture
the very foundation of American society.5

The plan approved by President Kennedy ad-
vanced the following authorities:
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authority to expand positive and counter intelligence
operations against communist forces in South Vietham
and the use of civilian aircrews of Americans and other
nationalities, as appropriate, in addition to Vietnamese
in operations against North Vietnam. The US would
assist the RVNAF [Republic of Vietnam Air Force] to
increase border patrol and insurgency suppression ca-
pabilities by establishing an effective border intelli-
gence system, by instituting regular aerial surveillance
over the entire frontier area, and by applying modern
technological area-denial techniques to close the roads
and trails along the border.%?

Almost immediately after the plan was approved,
in May 1961, the first US Special Forces teams
arrived in South Vietnam.

In June 1961 President Kennedy clarified his
support of unconventional warfare operations and
his faith in the military’s ability to conduct covert
and paramilitary operations when National Secu-
rity Action Memorandums (NSAM) 55, 56, and 57
were published.

NSAM 55 stated that the advice of the JCS, in cold war
as well as declared war, was to come to the President
unfiltered and direct. NSAM 56 expressed the Presi-
dent’s interest in using unconventional warfare opera-
tions to meet future requirements, and requested DOD
and CIA inventory all paramilitary assets in the US
Armed Forces and consider where indigenous paramili -
tary forces could be employed. NSAM 57 provided the
basis for assignment of covert and paramilitary opera-
tions against North Vietnam. It also defined paramili-
tary operations (PM) as “those operations in which tac-
tics, requirements in military-type personnel,
equipment and training approximate those in conven-
tional military operations.”* 62

Before publication of NSAMs 55, 56, and 57,
the secretary of defense had restructured the
DOD to streamline how to plan, coordinate, and
conduct covert and clandestine activities. In Feb-
ruary 1961 Brigadier General Lansdale (formerly
stationed in Saigon as the SMM chief) was ap-
pointed the assistant to the secretary of defense
(ASTD) to handle functions related to (1) Special
Group (5412)/303 Committee matters, (2) special
defense activities as approved by the secretary of
defense, and (3) CIA-DOD relationships of special
interest to the secretary of defense.®® Also in Feb-
ruary the deputy secretary of defense requested
that a small, secure staff element be established
on the Joint Staff to serve as a point of contact
between General Lansdale and the JCS. The pur-
pose of the new office was to facilitate coordination
between the Office of the Secretary of Defense and
various agencies on the Joint Staff and overseas
commands. This staff element, designated the

Special Operations Division (SOD), had responsi-
bilities to ASTD for (1) special logistical support,
such as military equipment, airlift, and realty fa-
cilities, and (2) planning in connection with sup-
port requirements for special operations of an in-
terdepartmental nature.®

The SOD arrangement remained unchanged
throughout 1961, but in early 1962 it was trans
ferred from under the director of plans and policy
to directly under the director of the Joint Staff.
SOD was also redesignated as the Office of the
Special Assistant for Counterinsurgency and Spe-
cial Activities (OSACSA).*°

The reorganization of OSACSA followed
closely on the heels of the establishment of the
Special Group (Counterinsurgency [Cl]), a top
echelon decision-making body with authority
similar to that of the Special Group (5412); how -
ever, its purview covered overt and declared mili -
tary actions. Through the NSAM of 18 January
1962, which activated the Special Group (Cl),
came two lines of authority for prosecuting the
war in Southeast Asia from Washington: Special
Group (5412)/303 Committee monitored covert
actions and Special Group (Cl) monitored conven-
tional (counterinsurgency) operations.%®

As the conflict in Vietham began to accelerate
in 1961, US personnel assigned to the theater
began to increase dramatically. In a letter from
President Diem to President Kennedy released
on 15 December 1961, Diem states, “For, if we
lose this war, our people will be swallowed by
the Communist Block, all our proud heritage
will be blotted out by the ‘Socialist Society’ and
Vietnam will leave the pages of history. We will
lose our national soul.” President Kennedy re-
sponded to this plea with, “We (the United States)
shall promptly increase our assistance to your de-
fense effort.”s”

To manage the large increase in personnel, the
MAAG was replaced by the Military Assistance
Command, Vietnam in February 1962.% Through-
out 1962 both conventional and unconventional
warfare throughout Vietnam grew. By 1963 it
was apparent that America’s efforts had not di-
minished the threat from North Vietnam. In fact,
the position of the South Vietnamese was even
less tenable than in previous years. Various
meetings throughout 1963 resulted in the conclu-
sion that counterinsurgency efforts and uncon-
ventional warfare actions should be escalated.
From these meetings emerged OPLAN 34A.%

*NSAM 57 envisioned the establishment of the Strategic Resources Group as the decision-making body for determination of responsibility for
operations; however, the Special Group (5412) retained its status. Special Group (5412) was renamed later as the 303 Committee.



Precursor to OPLAN 34A

The American program of covert and clandes-
tine operations in Laos and North Vietnam began
inlate 1960 and early 1961. The earlier CIA/SMM
effort to establish a viable stay-behind organiza-
tion in North Vietnam after the Geneva Agree-
ments of 1954 had been largely unsuccessful.’° By
the time Lansdale and the SMM began the pro-
gram to recruit and train indigenous forces in the
North in the summer of 1954, the Viet Minh had
already established considerable power over the
people there. Although a courageous effort, the pro-
gram by Lansdale and the SMM was an example of
too little, too late.

Their program centered on establishing an in-
digenous force in North Vietnam and Laos to pro-
vide intelligence concerning North Vietnam mili-
tary movements towards the South. From 1961 to
1964 the program underwent several disruptive
changes that impacted upon its effectiveness.
From an initial mission of intelligence collection,
the principle mission migrated to sabotage and
harassment operations, with intelligence collec-
tion becoming a secondary task. These mission
changes, plus the Geneva Accord addressing the
neutrality of Laos in 1962, severely undermined
US unconventional warfare efforts.”™

The two primary means of CIA/SMM infiltration
were by air and by sea. Twenty-three of 33 agent
team infiltrations were accomplished by way of air-
drop. Acquisition of five C-123 aircraft, specially
configured with electronic countermeasure (ECM)
equipment and manned by non-US crews, consid-
erably enhanced the delivery capability of agent
teams into North Vietnam. Operations in Laos
and North Vietnam required minimal USAF sup-
port; however, the Air Force provided logistics,
weather forecasting, and aerial reconnaissance
support for the C-123 crews.™

OPLAN 34A—The Combined
Task Force

Throughout 1963 there emerged a more active
role for the DOD in conducting special operations
in SEA. By the end of the year, the US administra-
tion had made the decision to expand the covert
and clandestine program against North Vietnam.
During November meetings were held by various
divisions within the US government, and OPLAN
34A emerged as the combined US plan. The
OPLAN specified five types of operations: intelli-
gence collection, psychological operations, pditical
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pressure, resistance operations, and physical de-
struction (hit-and-run and aerial attacks).™

In December 1963 the plan was presented to
President Lyndon B. Johnson, who established a
committee to select from the plan those missions
offering the greatest return with minimal risk.
Maj Gen Victor H. Krulak, the chief of OSACSA,
chaired the committee. (The ASTD, formerly
headed by Lansdale, had been disbanded earlier
in the year and was replaced by OSACSA.) The
committee was less than enthusiastic, but it con-
sidered the advantages of proposed operations to
outweigh the risks. A joint MACV task force was
to implement OPLAN 34A. Operational control
rested with commander, US Military Assistance
Command, Vietnam (COMUSMACYV); overall po-
litical control rested with the US ambassador to
Vietnam. On 24 January 1964 the task force stood
up as the Military Assistance Command, Vietnam
Special Operations Group, but was soon changed
to MACV Studies and Observations Group for se-
curity purposes.’”* The organization came to be
known by its shortened acronym—SOG. Just as
OSS/London, OSS/Algiers, and CCRACK had
done during previous conflicts, SOG was tasked to
execute special operations missions assigned by
the theater commander.

In preparation for execution of the plan, the
secretary of defense had deployed equipment and
personnel to Saigon to begin initial operations.
The principal requirement levied on the Air
Force called for six specially modified C-123 air-
craft equipped with ECM, radar detection, and
enhanced navigation equipment. The aircraft
were modified under the Duck Hook program
during the first half of 1964 and were delivered
to the USAF at Nha Trang AB, Vietnam, during
the third quarter.”> The now well-defined low-level

Photo courtesy of John R. Lewis

The Heavy Hook C-123 was modified for the low-level
penetration mission. Note the outboard jets added in
thelate 1960sto improve theaircraft’s performance.
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infiltration, resupply, and exfiltration mission re-
fined over the previous 20 years was the primary
mission of the new C-123 outfit.

The formation of SOG marked the beginning of
a graduated US campaign of covert and clandes-
tine activities against North Vietnam. The objec-
tive of the campaign was to convince North Viet-
namese leaders to cease waging war against
South Vietnam. This goal was not achieved dur-
ing the one-year charter of the organization. SOG
continued to conduct covert and clandestine mis-
sions in Southeast Asia until it ceased operations
in 1972. The establishment of SOG under the op-
erational control of COMUSMACYV on 24 January
1964 did not effect a complete transfer of all UW
activities to MACV. Within SOG itself, non-DOD
personnel continued to handle some functions, in-
cluding supervision of air operations through pre-
viously established channels.”®

On 14 October 1964 the DOD assumed all re-
sponsibility, including non-DOD operations, for
obtaining appropriate clearances for the conduct
of air operations over North Vietnam. The process
began with a monthly operations schedule, sub-
mitted by COMUSMACV approximately 10 days
before the period began. This schedule, incorporating
commander in chief’s, Pacific Command (CINCPAC)
comments, went to the JCS. OSACSA, the action
agency for such matters, obtained approval through
coordination with the deputy secretary of de-
fense [a member of the Special Group (5412)/
303 Committee], and the deputy secretary of
state. Approval of the operations schedule repre-
sented final Washington authority for executing
scheduled missions. Twenty-four hours before
execution of each mission, however, COMUS-
MACV obtained political clearance from the US
ambassador in Vietnam. Concurrently, a notice of
intent was sent to JCS, who in turn informed the
secretary of defense and the secretary of state. The
24-hour requirement was later reduced to 12
hours, and the National Military Command Cen-
ter (NMCC) was charged with the responsibility
for electronically transmitting notices of intent to
the appropriate offices. Once the mission was
launched, MACV continued to submit launch, re-
covery, abort, and spot reports, usually by force-
level-alerting-system precedence. After completion
of a mission, a post-mission report provided air-
crew debriefing comments.”

The above procedures pertained to missions
with an already approved mission concept. In
early 1966 the JCS delegated to CINCPAC the
authority to approve and execute specific OPLAN
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34A air missions whose mission concepts had al-
ready been approved by Washington. For a mis-
sion that fell outside an already approved concept,
Washington retained the authority to approve it
prior to execution. Once a precedent was firmly
established, however, CINCPAC received ap-
proval authority for that type of mission. Tight
Washington control hampered the conduct of op-
erations, especially impeding timeliness. There
was also a need for a more integrated organiza-
tion in Washington since SOG conducted opera-
tions near other US forces.™

Oversight at the highest levels of government
placed a heavy burden on the rapidly expanding
SOG operations. From an initial contingent of six
officers and two enlisted men to over 400 by
1969, SOG was beset with some problems, espe-
cially in the early stages of buildup. The chief of
SOG Air Operations alluded to the shortcomings
of his new personnel, observing that the “initial
selection (of personnel) was based on availability
of people with retainability in the theater and
with the proper rank—a major problem was the
total ignorance of everyone concerned in this type
of operation.”™

As personnel increased, SOG organizational
structure proliferated. By the end of 1964, there
were five major branches under the commander
(an Army colonel) and the deputy commander, in-
cluding administration, intelligence, operations,
logistics, and communications. Additionally, four
command elements came under the operational
control of the SOG commander: SOG Flight De-
tachment at Nha Trang, Psychological Operations
Group, Long Thanh Training Detachment, and
Maritime Operations Group. In 1965 the deputy
commander was redesignated the special assis-
tant to the commander, and the 1st Flight De-
tachment at Nha Trang was renamed the Air Op-
erations Group.®

Programs and Operations

Under the charter of OPLAN 34A, SOG initi-
ated four types of UW operations against North
Vietham under the Footboy program: Maritime
Operations (Parboil), Psychological Warfare Op-
erations (Humidor), Airborne Operations (Timber-
work), and Air Operations (Midriff).8 There were
requirements for air support for all four types of
UW operations; however, some operations re-
quired greater air support than others. Air sup-
port for Maritime Operations was negligible;
nonetheless, USAF assets provided high- and
medium-level sea surveillance and occasionally



were on call to assist in case of an emergency at
sea.®? Psychological Warfare Operations was the
most successful program against North Vietnam.
One of the primary means of delivery of propa-
ganda, including the delivery of leaflets, gift Kits,
and portable radios, was accomplished through
air assets. The rapid expansion of the Humidor
program was reflected by statistics showing the
number of leaflets dispersed over North Vietham:
67 million leaflets were dropped in 1965, 142 mil-
lion during 1966, and 171 million during 1967 83
The Humidor program was integrated with Air
Operations, since aerial delivery was the principal
means for delivering leaflets.?

The Timberwork program encountered im-
mense difficulties under SOG direction. Evalu-
ations of these operations revealed that they
were largely ineffective and were, in fact, the
least successful of the Footboy subprograms.® In
1964 SOG inserted one team and conducted 13
reinforcement/resupply missions8® In 1965 SOG
infiltrated two more teams and successfully com-
pleted 22 reinforcement and resupply missions.
Teams continued to conduct harassment, de-
struction, and temporary interdiction missions;
however, greater emphasis was placed on intelli-
gence collection and development once overt
bombing of North Vietnam by the United States
was initiated. Additionally, the need to deter-
mine how much aid North Vietnam was receiving
from China and from the Soviet Union reduced
the requirement for direct-action missions.8”

The Heavy Hook Project

In 1963 the secretary of defense directed that
six C-123 aircraft be modified with special navi-
gational and ECM equipment for use in an un-
conventional warfare role against North Viet-
nam. The project name was originally Duck
Hook, but was later changed to Heavy Hook .88
The aircraft were located at Nha Trang AB,
South Vietnam, under the organizational title of
1st Flight Detachment. The detachment was
originally dedicated to an earlier program, but
with the implementation of OPLAN 34A, it was
placed under the operational control of the chief,
SOG, who assumed responsibility for the supervi -
sion of Heavy Hook in 1964. The first Heavy
Hook aircraft arrived on 25 June 1964, and the
detachment flew its first mission on 16 Decem-
ber.® First-year activities concentrated on negoti-
ating contracts, organizing the unit, and develop-
ing operating procedures.®
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From the onset of activities, 1st Flight Detach-
ment suffered from a lack of specific guidelines
and directives covering its formation and its op-
erations. In the haste to organize to meet OPLAN
34A requirements, individual service components
were not tasked to support SOG; hence, SOG expe-
rienced difficulty in acquiring qualified personnel,
spare parts, and equipment necessary to sustain a
flying organization. The situation was similar to
the one faced by OSS/Algiers with its three B-17
and the ad hoc support organization cobbled to-
gether by a reluctant USAAF leadership to sup-
port them. OPLAN 34A did not address air opera-
tions in detail; rather, it stated only broad
requirements for training aircrews in mine laying
and for installing special equipment on the six C-
123 aircraft. The plan did not specify flying hours
nor sortie requirements or related matters, which
would prove critical during subsequent attempts
to validate a six-aircraft requirement.®

Compounding the organizational problems of
1st Flight was SOG’s lack of personnel experi-
enced in UW operations initially assigned to its
air operations branch. An Air Force officer re-
lated the problem, remarking that “none of the
original Air Force personnel assigned to MACSOG
had any previous background in UW operations.
This was despite the fact that at Hurlburt Field
the Air Force had a group of personnel trained and
experienced in such operations. The result: MAC-
SOG merely continued to do what had been pre-
viously done (prior to its formation) without any
real change in direction, scope, or effort of the pro-
gram itself.”92

As previously noted, service components were
not tasked to support SOG air activities. From the
very beginning of air operations at Nha Trang,
maintenance support for 1st Flight aircraft be-
came a controversial issue. An agreement was fi-
nally reached in November 1964 whereby rear
echelon maintenance would be conducted in Tai-
wan, and USAF maintainers would support
flight-line maintenance at Nha Trang.%3

Even before 1st Flight stood up with its Heavy
Hook C-123 aircraft, SOG questioned its suitability
for the mission. Although the aircraft possessed
equipment enabling it to perform low-level, long-
range combat missions over hostile and mountain-
ous territory, SOG requested a replacement air-
craft, presumably the C-130, by the close of 1964.
SOG’s 1964 command history related dissatisfaction
with the C-123, “The C-123 load capacity, operating
range, and inability to fly in adverse weather
greatly hampered airborne operations.”®* A letter
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from SOG’s airbor ne operations section, dated 30
December 1964, further alluded to navigational
and delivery limitations of the C-123. The letter
stated that “reports from in-place teams indicate
that resupply bundles are landing too far from
drop zones. Distances involved range from 1,000
to 3,000 meters. Teams spend anywhere from two
to seven days locating bundles because of the rug-
ged terrain and dense vegetation surrounding the
drop zones.™®

One explanation behind SOG’s displeasure
with the C-123's performance during its first year
of operation could be contributed to the proficiency
of the non-USAF aircrews. When first assigned to
1st Flight, the aircrews were not experienced in
the C-123. The aircraft did not begin arriving until
June 1964, with the mission crews arriving the
following October. The first mission was flown in
December, only two months later. Aircrew profi-
ciency rose dramatically during 1965 and sub-
sequent years; however, mission effectiveness was
impacted early on in the program. Another expla-
nation of SOG's insistence on the C-130 aircraft
was that the C-130 was the latest, most modern
transport aircraft available to the US military.
Lessons learned in Europe during WWII with
converted B-24s and those of the 1950s operating
B-29s at low level, drove the development of a
UW-specific aircraft—a modified C-130. Regard-
less of the underlying reasons, SOG was deter-
mined to acquire C-130sfor its air operations, and
the C-130E(l) Combat Talon was the weapons sys-
tem designed from the ground up to perform this
unique mission.

During this period, OPLAN 34A missions could
not be flown by USAF aircrews. As a result third
country nationals were trained in the demanding
low-level mission. Normally, four crews were on-
station at Nha Trang, and two crews were on rota-
tion at Hsin-Chu AB, Taiwan. In October 1965 1st
Flight received its first full US aircrew comple-
ment.® To maintain a qualified crew force, SOG
drafted a plan to train six Vietnamese Air Force
(VNAF) crews in the Heavy Hook mission. Initial
results of the VNAF training program were some-
what successful, but “the Vietnamese were difficult
to control. They were very independent, and seemed
to feel that they were doing us (the United States) a
favor when they flew a mission. They did not see
the mission from a nationalistic point of view."’

The problem with the VNAF aircrews may
have been as much political in nature as it was

psychological. The VNAF officers selected for C-
123 training were former A-1 pilots belonging to
Air Comdr Nguyen Cao Ky’'s exclusive squad-
ron. The requirement to remain proficient in the
A-1 aircraft complicated matters. They irked
some of their American counterparts by re-
quests for special compensation for their ser-
vices to 1st Flight. Despite these problems,
three VNAF C-123 aircrews completed training
in 1965. Success was short-lived: one crew was
lost operationally (hit a mountain outside Da
Nang), another was considered “politically un-
stable” and withdrawn from the program, and a
third was ineffective because of a copilot va-
cancy.%

By 1966 the problems with the VNAF training
program had become such a hardship that the
SOG deputy chief of the operations branch dis-
qualified the one remaining aircrew and canceled
plans for sending additional VNAF crews to the
United States for training. Stopping the program
had minimal impact on operations since the third
country national aircrews had attained a high de-
gree of proficiency by that time.®®

The Combat Talon Aircraft

In 1965 the Air Force directed that 14 C-130E
aircraft be modified on the production line to an UW
configuration. These aircraft were assigned to the
Special Operations Forces element under the pro-
ject name Stray Goose, which was later renamed
Combat Talon * 100

USAF Photo

C-130E(l) aircraft 64-0523 was delivered to the Air
Force on 4 August 1965 and received the STARS modifi -
cation beginning 3 December 1965. The aircraft was
painted black and green camouflage in August 1966.

*1n 1966 four of these aircraft were deployed to the Pacific Command (PACOM) area of responsibility (AOR): the code name of this component was

Combat Spear.
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SOG had asked for more suitable aircraft to re-
place the C-123 as early as 1964, and it reem pha-
sized its requirement after the loss of two Heavy
Hook aircraft in late 1964 (one on 1 November and
one on 10 December). At that time JCS deferred
decision on the SOG request for several reasons:
(1) modified C-130 aircraft would not be available
before mid-1965; (2) only US crews were consid-
ered capable of operating the sophisticated C-130,
and US aircrews flying OPLAN 34A missions were
not a viable concept under the existing UW pro-
gram; and (3) higher authorities imposed restric-
tions on employment of the C-130 in a UW role at
that time. 101

In March 1965, with the 14 C-130E(l) aircraft
already under construction, CINCPAC reopened
the subject by requesting MACV to furnish ad-
ditional justification for acquisition of the UW-
modified aircraft. Again, the JCS rejected the
MACV proposal. Later during the year, how-
ever, CINCPAC, providing additional justifica-
tion, supported a MACV proposal to use C-130
aircraft for OPLAN 34A operations as outlined
in the “C-130E Sky Hook Study” completed 27
September 1965. The JCS concurred, and on 31
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March 1966, it notified CINCPAC of approval of
the request and directed the Air Force to deploy
four UW-modified C-130aircraft to PACOM.102

* * * % * %

The Combat Talon had finally come of age. Af-
ter 20 years, from North Africa, Central Europe,
and Northeast Asia to Vietnam, lessons learned
flying B-17s, B-24s B-29s, C-47s, and a host of
other aircraft were finally incorporated into a spe-
cial purpose platform designed specifically for the
highly specialized low-level mission. The aircraft
was officially designated the C-130E(l) and was
later redesignated the MC-130E . Twenty-five years
later, a vastly updated version of the Combat
Talon was fielded under the designation MC-
130H. The C-130E(l) aircraft was deployed to the
European theater under the project name Combat
Arrow and to the Pacific theater under Combat
Spear. US-based aircraft would operate under the
project name Combat Knife, having both a world-
wide operational commitment and responsibility
for all stateside Combat Talon formal training.
The adventure had begun.
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Chapter 2

The Combat Talon Weapons System

Speak softly and carry a big stick; you will go far.

From Duck Hook to Stray Goose

The requirement for Combat Talon was deeply
rooted in SEA, but actually resulted from the failed
Bay of Pigs invasion of 1961. After the failure,
NSAM 57 was issued in June of that year. In ac-
cordance with NSAM 57, the DOD was charged
with the responsibility for conducting both overt
and covert paramilitary operations that required
significant numbers of military trained personnel
and/or large numbers of military-type equipment.
President Kennedy directed a worldwide review of
ongoing covert operations in 1962 to determine if
any of them fit into the category defined in NSAM
57. The American program, begun in 1955 and di-
rected towards North Vietnam under the supervi-
sion of then-Col Edward Landsdale, fit into the
NSAM guidelines for transfer to the DOD. When
SOG was established in January 1964, responsi-
bility for air operations in support of the program
was officially assigned to the new organization, al-
though it lacked any organic air capability of its
own.! As discussed in chapter 1, to support SOG's
fixed-wing requirements, six C-123B aircraft were
modified by Lockheed Air Service (LAS) Ontario un-
der the program titled Project Duck Hook . The first
aircraft began modification in February 1964, one
month after the formation of SOG. The last aircraft
was delivered to the USAF in June of that year. The
project included the installation of special receivers,
ECM transmitters, a Doppler Navigation System,
and a special seven-color camouflage paint scheme.?
Its mission was code named Heavy Hook. On 14

—Theodore Roosevelt

October 1964 SOG assumed full responsibility for
unconventional air operations into North Viet-
nam, with the six C-123B aircraft as its primary
air asset.’

In addition to Duck Hook, LAS Ontario was
tasked in September 1964, under the USAF Big
Safari program, to conduct a study to determine
what capabilities were needed to support other non-
DOD classified operations. From the study a new
program emerged and was identified as Thin Slice.
This program resulted in a contract to modify two
C-130Es (aircraft 64-0506 and 64-0507) that would
eventually become Combat Talons 62-1843 and 63-
7785.* Modifications to the two Thin Slice aircraft
included the addition of a terrain-following radar
(the SPR-3—Ilater upgraded to the AN/APQ-115), a
surveillance capability (the AN/APR 25/26), and an
electronic warfare (EW) suite for self-protection.* As
part of the original modifications, the two aircraft
were sanitized of all identifying markings, including
original aircraft serial numbers. As the aircraft
were further modified to support unique mission
requirements, they were redesignated Rivet Yard |
in August 1966, and the Thin Slice project was offi-
cially terminated.®

In 1965 the US Army Special Forces (SF) es-
tablished the requirement for a long-range air-
craft capable of supporting its worldwide low-level
infiltration/exfiltration mission. Many early SF of -
ficers had served during WWII in the OSS, and a
few had served in special operations unitsin Korea
in the 1950s. The legacy of units like the Carpet-
baggers served as the basis for their requirement.

*Aircraft 64-0506 and 64-0507 were produced by Lockheed in September 1964, and three months later, in December 1964, they were removed
from any published inventory. The author could find no further record of these two aircraft. Through interviews with both LAS Ontario and former
Combat Talon personnel, confidential conversations revealed that aircraft 64-0506 and 64-0507 were those originally modified under the Thin Slice
program, which later became Project Heavy Chain. Because of the sensitive (and still classified) nature of Heavy Chain operations, the two aircraft
were sanitized, and all serial numbers were removed from the aircraft. While operating in the Heavy Chain program, they remained “ghost ships”
without numbers that could connect them to their controlling organization. In 1972, when the Heavy Chain program was terminated, the two
aircraft were renumbered and brought back into the USAF inventory as Combat Talons 62-1843 and 63-7785. These two aircraft had actually been
destroyed during the Vietnam War, and official records were altered to show that they had been repaired and placed back into service as Combat
Talons. According to the US Navy Center for Naval Analysis, which published an official report on aircraft losses and damage in SEA beginning in
1962, aircraft 62-1863 was destroyed near Tuy Hoa AB, Vietnam, on 20 December 1965. The crew w as on temporary duty from Dyess AFB, Texas,
en route to a permanent change of station to CCK AB, Taiwan, and were operating out of Naha AB, Okinawa. The actual mission was generated
from Nha Trang AB, Vietnam, and the crash occurred when the aircraft overflew the runway at Tuy Hoa and impacted a hillside well past the
airfield. Aircraft 63-7785 was a US Navy aircraft that was lost on 17 June 1966 in the South China Sea. The aircraft departed Cam Ranh Bay,
Vietnam, en route to Kadena AB, Okinawa, on an operational airlift support mission. About 30 minutes into the flight, with the aircraft 43 miles
northeast of Nha Trang AB, the crew of a naval gunboat cruising off the coast of South Vietnam observed the aircraft explode and crash into the
South China Sea. No hostile fire was observed, and the exact cause of the crash could not be determined, although sabotage was suspected.
Information on the loss of aircraft 62-1843 and 63-7785 was provided by Bob Daley of Dallas, Texas.
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During 1965 Heavy Hook C-123B aircraft in Viet-
nam were again validating the unique low-level
mission required to support unconventional war-
fare operations. SOG was, however, not totally
pleased with the C-123B airframe and was build-
ing a case in the joint arena for acquisition of the
C-130E. Shortly after their arrival in SEA in late
1964, two of the six Heavy Hook aircraft were lost,
thus putting into question whether the C-123 was
the right aircraft for the mission. In response to
the newly established USA Special Forces’'s vali-
dated requirement and supported by SOG’s needs
in SEA, 14 USAF C-130E aircraft were modified
beginning in 1965 for the long-range infiltration,
resupply, and exfiltration mission. The original
program was named Stray Goose, and the aircraft
were assigned the identification C-130E(l).

When the aircraft were delivered to the USAF
beginning in the late summer of 1965, they were
production model HC-130s with no specialized
equipment. The Fulton Aerial Recovery System*
was added at the Lockheed-Marietta Georgia fa-
cility beginning in December 1965. In March 1966
the first four STARS-equipped C-130E(l)s were
flown to the LAS Ontario facility in California to
receive the Rivet Clamp modification. Four addi-
tional aircraft were modified beginning in July

1966, with the final four beginning modification
in January 1967 (fig. 1).6

In August 1966 the Thin Slice program was
terminated when aircraft 64-0506 and 64-0507
(later renumbered 62-1843 and 63-7785) received
the Rivet Yard | modification. Concurrently, the
classified Thin Slice program was renamed
Heavy Chain, and the program’s requirements
were increased from two to four aircraft. C-130E(1)
aircraft (64-0564 and 64-0565—both with Fulton
STARS installed) were pulled from the Stray
Goose program and modified under project Rivet
Yard Il in September 1966 and assigned to the
Heavy Chain program. The four Rivet Yard air-
craft flew missions under the code name Combat
Sam until the program closed in late 1972.7
Throughout its existence, Heavy Chain aircraft
served as the test bed for modifications that
would eventually appear on the Combat Talon
fleet. These modifications included, in part, the
forward looking infrared radar (FLIR) system,
the high-speed low-level aerial delivery system
(HSLLADS), and numerous EW modifications.

The 12 remaining Stray Goose aircraft received
the Rivet Clamp modification at LAS Ontario be-
ginning in March 1966. With the Fulton STARS
installed, the aircraft had a unique appearance,
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Figure 1. Servicing Diagram for C-130E(l), circa 1967 (Source: T.0O. 1C-130(1)-1, 25 March 1967, provided by Jarﬁes W. Thomas.)

*The Aerial Recovery System was renamed the Fulton Surface-to-Air Recovery System (STARS) in the mid-1980s. For clarity throughout the text,
the author calls the system the Fulton STARS when referring to the system designed by Robert E. Fulton Jr. and installed on USAF-designated

aircraft.
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although the early Fulton modification was iden-
tical to the rescue HC-130s of the period. What
made the Stray Goose aircraft uniqgue was the
installation of a multimode terrain-following/
terrain-avoidance (TF/TA) radar and a defensive
EW suite. In the fall of 1967, two of the original 12
Combat Talons (64-0547 and 64-0563) were lost in
Vietnam, thus leaving a fleet of 10 operational
aircraft. To compensate for the loss, the USAF
pulled two additional C-130E aircraft from opera-
tional units (aircraft 64-0571 and 64-0572) in
March 1968, and contracted with LAS Ontario to
modify them to the Rivet Clamp configuration.
These two aircraft were identical to the original
12 Rivet Clamp Combat Talons with the excep-
tion that they did not have the Fulton STARS
installed® Thus, by late 1968 the 12 Combat Tal-
ons were identified as “Clamp” aircraft, with 10
(64-0523, 64-0551, 64-0555, 64-0558, 64-0559, 64-
0561, 64-0562, 64-0566, 64-0567, and 64-0568)
having the Fulton capability and two (64-0571
and 64-0572) not having it. The four Heavy Chain
aircraft (62-1843, 63-7785, 64-0564, and 64-0565)
were identified as “Yard” aircraft.*

The production C-130E aircraft was the foun-
dation upon which Combat Talon was built. Ma-
jor modifications to the E model aircraft included
installation of the Fulton Skyhook recovery sys-
tem, AN/APQ-115 TF/TA radar system, and de-
fensive countermeasure equipment. A review of
the production E model and these major modifi -
cations provide a basic understanding of the
Combat Talon.

The Basic C-130E Aircraft

The C-130 Hercules was first flown on 28 Au-
gust 1954, with the first production model desig-
nated the C-130A. There were 233 A models pro-
duced before the next generation C-130B was put
into service. During the B model production run,
there were 230 B models built, with the last air-
craft delivered in 1962. From 1962 to 1975, 491
C-130E models were produced?® Eighteen E models
eventually became Combat Talons—the 14 Stray
Goose aircraft modified in 1965, the two replace-
ment aircraft brought into the program in 1968,
and the two original Thin Slice/Heavy Chain-
modified aircraft.

THE COMBAT TALON WEAPONS SYSTEM

General Description

The Lockheed C-130E aircraft was an all-metal,
high-wing, long-range, land-based monoplane de-
signed to provide transportation for cargo and
personnel. The aircraft was multipurpose and
could be used in various roles including airdrop,
airland, and air ambulance, along with many
other applications. Designed with a short-field ca-
pability, it could operate from minimally im-
proved airfields in forward areas. With the Fulton
STARS installed, the overall length was increased
from 97 feet 9 inches to 98 feet 9 inches. A modi-
fied radome and recovery yokes accounted for the
additional length. With the yokes extended, the
overall length of the aircraft increased to 106 feet
4 inches. Other principal dimensions included the
following:

132 feet 7 inches
38 feet 6 inches
52 feet 8 inches

Wing Span
Height
Stabilizer Span
Cargo Compartment

Length . . . ... ... .. 41 feet
width (Minimum) . . . .. 10 feet 3 inches
Height (Minimum). . . . . 9 feet

Maximum Gross Weight 175,000 pounds

Engines and Propellers

The aircraft was powered by four Allison T-56-
A-7 engines. The static standard-day, sea level, take-
off rating of each engine at 100 percent rotations per
minute (RPM) (13,820) was 3,755 propeller shaft
horsepower (SHP). The maximum allowable torque-
meter-indicated power was 19,600 inch-pounds. This
was equivalent to 4,200 SHP in addition to 100 SHP
allowance for gearbox and accessory losses, or a
total of 4,300 SHP.% Each engine was equipped with
aHamilton Standard, four-blade, electrohydromatic,
full-feathering, reversible-pitch propeller. The pro-
peller operated as a controllable-pitch propeller for
throttle settings below flight idle and as a constant-
speed propeller for throttle settings of flight idle or
above.!

Assisted Takeoff

Provisions were made for the external mount-
ing of eight solid fuel-assisted take-off (ATO)
units of 1,000 pounds thrust each, which supplied

*In 1972, when Heavy Chain deactivated, the four aircraft assigned to that program were transferred to Combat Talon, modified specifically for
PACAF employment, and designated “ Y ank” aircraft. At that time aircraft 64-0571 and 64-0572 were declared excess to the Combat Talon program
and were transferred out of special operations. All of their ECM equipment and the TF/TA portion of their radars were removed. They were
assigned to Kirtland AFB, New Mexico, and Hill AFB, Utah, respectively, within Air Force Systans Command, and were designated as “ Swap”
aircraft. When 64-0558 was lost in late 1972, 64-0572 was returned to the Combat Talon fleet as a“Clamp” aircraft. When aircraft 64-0564 was | ost
in 1981, aircraft 64-0571 was returned and modified as a“Y ank” aircraft assigned to the Pacific.
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additional thrust when it was desired to shorten
takeoff distance. The system was electrically con-
trolled and operated from the ATO control panel
mounted on the flight control pedestal. The units
were fired simultaneously and gave thrust until
the propellant was exhausted. After firing, the ex-
pended ATO units could be jettisoned to reduce
airplane weight and drag.*? The system was simi-
lar to the space shuttle auxiliary boosters that
powered the space shuttle into orbit. It is impor-
tant to note that once the system was ignited,
there were no means to turn it off—the boosters
would burn until the propellant was consumed.

The Fuel System

The fuel system was a modified manifold flow-
type, incorporating a fuel cross-feed system, asingle-
point refueling and defueling system, and a fuel
dump system. The system provided fuel supply
for the four engines and the gas turbine compres-
sor. Each engine could be supplied fuel either di-
rectly from its respective main fuel tank or through
the cross-feed manifold system from any tank.
Wing and external tanks could be refueled or defu-
eled from a single-point ground refueling and de-
fueling receptacle located in the right aft landing
gear fairing. Fuel wasrouted from the single-point
receptacle through the refueling manifold. As an
alternate method of refueling the aircraft, tanks
could be fueled separately through a filler opening
inthe top of each tank.:

The Electrical System

All internal electrical power for the aircraft
came from five alternating current (AC) generators
or from the battery. Each engine supplied power
to operate its own 40-kilovolt ampere (KVA) AC
generator, and the air turbine motor operated an
additional 20-KVA AC generator. These AC gen-
erators provided electrical power for airplane use:
28-volt direct current (DC); 200/115-volt, 400-
cycle, three-phase primary AC; and 115-volt, 400-
cycle, single-phase, secondary and primary AC.
The four engine-driven AC generators were con-
nected through a series of relays to four AC buses;
left-hand AC bus, essential AC bus, main AC bus,
and right-hand AC bus. The relay system oper-
ated so that any combination of two or more of the
engine-driven AC generators would power all four
of the buses. With one generator operating, the gen-
erator would power only the essential AC bus and
the main AC bus. The air turbine motor-driven
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AC generator powered only the essential AC bus
at any time.

Both DC and AC external power receptacles
were located on the left side of the fuselage, just
aft of the battery compartment. DC power from
the external source was supplied through two cur-
rent limiters to the main DC bus. Any electrically
operated equipment on the airplane, except equip-
ment connected to the battery bus, could be sup-
plied from an external DC source. When an exter-
nal AC power source was connected to the
airplane, it supplied power to all AC buses, to the
DC buses through transformer-rectifier units, and
to the battery bus to charge the battery when the
DC power switch was in the battery position1®

TheHydraulic System

A booster hydraulic system, utility hydraulic
system, and auxiliary hydraulic system made up
the power supply sources for all hydraulic compo-
nents on the aircraft. The booster system pro-
vided hydraulic power to a portion of the surface
control boost system only. The utility system nor-
mally operated the landing gear, wing flaps,
brakes, nose wheel steering, and a portion of the
surface control boost system. The auxiliary sys
tem normally operated the ramp system and pro-
vided emergency pressure for brake operation. It
also provided pressure for emergency extension of
the nose landing gear.®

The Flight Control System

The flight control system included the aileron,
rudder and elevator systems, and a tab control
system. The main surfaces were controlled by me-
chanical systems, consisting of cables, pushrods,
bellcranks, and torque tubes. Hydraulically driven
booster units provided most of the force required
to move the surfaces. The booster units were
driven by hydraulic pressure supplied simulta-
neously by the booster and the utility hydraulic
systems, each of which served to power one portion
of the booster units. System operation was such
that failure or malfunction of any component of
either system in any booster unit would allow nor-
mal function of the other system powering the same
unit. A loss of hydraulic pressure in either hydrau-
lic system resulted in a corresponding loss in the
booster unit, and a proportionate loss of power to
operate the unit. The airplane could be controlled
with complete loss of booster unit power through
trim tabs and engine power, along with coordi-
nated increased efforts by the pilot and copilot. The



trim tabs were controlled electrically and oper-
ated independently of the hydraulic system.'”

The Flap System

The airplane was equipped with four flaps, con-
sisting of an inboard and an outboard flap on each
wing. The flaps were of the Lockheed-Fowler,
high-lift type in which the flap motion was a com-
bination of an aft movement to increase wing area
and a downward tilting movement to alter the
airfoil section to increase lift and drag. The time
required for full extension or retraction of the
flaps was between 10 and 13 seconds. When 100
percent extended, the flaps formed an angle of
approximately 35 degrees with the wings. The
flaps were operated by areversible hydraulic mo-
tor, cam-actuated microswitch follow-up mecha-
nism, torque tubes, gearbox, and drive screw as
semblies. The hydraulic motor operated the
torque shaft section extending outboard to the
gearbox, which rotated ball bearing drive screws
for actuation of the flaps. Utility hydraulic system
pressure operated the flap system. The flaps could
also be operated manually with a handcrank.®

The Main Landing Gear

The main landing gear system consisted of four
wheels, two mounted in tandem on each side of
the fuselage. Each wheel had a separate strut.
The landing gear actuation system was normally
supplied hydraulic fluid under pressure by the
utility system. Fluid from the utility system
flowed through a landing gear control valve to
each of the two main landing gear motors. Each
pair of struts was raised and lowered in vertical
tracks by screw jacks driven by torque shafts pow -
ered by a hydraulic motor through a gearbox. A
flow control regulator in the down line controlled
the raising time of the gear by regulating the flow
of return fluid. A controllable restrictor valve was
located in the up line between the flow regulator
and the hydraulic motor. It was mechanically ac
tuated at a point approximately one inch from the
fully retracted position by a bracket located in the
top of the front strut of each main landing gear.
The gearbox contained a main landing gear
spring-loaded brake assembly, which held the
gear in the up position until released by hydraulic
pressure or by mechanical means. With the main
gear down and the airplane on the ground, fric-
tion washers on the screw jack assemblies served
as down locks. Mechanical linkage between the
aft main landing gear struts and the doors caused
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the doors to open and close as the main landing
gear was extended or retracted. Six pressure-
sealed doors, three on each wheel well bulk-
head, were provided to permit access to mal-
functioning main landing gear components
while in flight. Glass panels, two on each wheel
well bulkhead, permitted visual inspection of
the main landing gear.®

The Nose Landing Gear

The nose landing gear was a swinging-type
gear. Extending down and aft, it was actuated by
a hydraulic cylinder and secured in the up and
down positions by locks. The gear was normally
supplied with hydraulic fluid under pressure by
the utility supply system; however, during an
emergency, the nose gear could be extended with
the auxiliary hydraulic system. Hydraulic fluid
either from the up or down side of the landing
gear control valve flowed to the nose landing gear
uplocks and downlocks and to the nose landing
gear actuating cylinder. A manual release handle
at the flight station provided a mechanical means
of unlocking the nose gear uplock should normal
extension of the nose gear become impossible. A
manual hand pump could be used to unlock the
nose gear uplock; it was also used to pump the
gear into the down-and-locked position. The nose
gear could be visually checked through a nose
gear inspection window on the aft bulkhead of the
nose wheel well under the flight deck.?

The Brake System

A hydraulically operated, disk-type multiple
puck brake was installed on each of the four main
landing gear wheels. The nose gear wheels did not
have brakes. The brakes normally operated from
utility hydraulic system pressure with an alter-
nate supply available through the auxiliary hy-
draulic system. If electrical power were unavail-
able, both systems supplied pressure to operate
the brakes. If both utility and auxiliary hydraulic
pressure were not available, hydraulic pressure
could be supplied by the auxiliary system hand
pump to provide one continuous brake application
to stop the aircraft.?

The Navigational System

The aircraft was fully instrumented and was
all-weather capable. Two individual C-12compass
systems were installed in the aircraft and pro-
vided an accurate heading reference to aid in
navigation, regardless of the latitude position of
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the aircraft. In addition to providing a visual
heading reference, each C-12 compass furnished
heading information to other aircraft navigational
systems. Operating controls for the number 1 and
number 2 compass systems were located on the
digital controller for each system. The digital con-
trollers were located on the navigator’s instru-
ment panel. Each system was capable of operat-
ing in one or two modes. In the magnetic heading
mode, used in latitudes where no distortion of
earth’s magnetic field was encountered, the direc-
tional gyro in the system was slaved to earth’s
magnetic field and the indicators displayed mag
netic heading of the aircraft. In the directional
gyro mode, used in latitudes where the magnetic
meridian was distorted or weak, the system gyro
acted as a directional gyro and maintained the
position manually selected by the navigator. The
indicators displayed the manually established
heading.?

Instrumentation on the pilot and copilot instru-
ment panels included an attitude direction indica-
tor (ADI), horizontal situation indicator (HSI),
bearing-distance-heading indicator (BDHI), and
radio magnetic indicator (RMI). The aircraft was
also equipped with both a pressure altimeter and
a radar altimeter. Radios included two ultrahigh
frequency (UHF), one very high frequency (HF),
two high frequency, and two automatic direction
finding sets.?® The system was considered the
state of the art when it was introduced in 1962.

There were many additional systems that
made up the complex C-130E Lockheed Hercules
aircraft. The company continued to improve the
airplane through follow-on models, but most of
the basic C-130 systems found on the early E
aircraft continued in production over the next
three decades.

The C-130E(I)
Combat Talon Aircr aft

On 22 July 1965 the USAF took delivery of the
first two C-130E aircraft that were slated to be
modified into Combat Talons. Aircraft 64-0551
and 64-0555 were assigned to the 464th Troop
Carrier Wing at Pope AFB, North Carolina. The
remaining 12 aircraft were delivered to the
USAF during the following five months, with
the last aircraft (64-0568) being temporarily as-
signed to the 4442d Combat Crew Training
Wing on 17 December 1965. Earlier in the
month, on 3 December, aircraft 64-0523 became
the first aircraft to enter STARS modification at
the Lockheed-Georgia facility.?* The Fulton
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STARS was the most visible of the Combat
Talon modifications, and the capability would
become the centerpiece for most of the Combat
Talon community for the next 30 years.

The Fulton Surface-to-Air
Recovery System

During the 1920s, a mail pickup system was
invented by Lytle S. Brown and was employed to
retrieve outgoing mail in remote areas where
overland pickup was impractical. Using Brown’s
invention, All American Aviation developed a
modified pickup system in the 1930s that con-
sisted of two steel poles, set 54 feet apart, with a
transfer line swung between them. A pickup air-
craft would approach the cable at 90 miles per
hour, with a 50-foot steel pickup cable trailing
behind. Just before impact with the transfer cable,
the pickup pilot would pull the nose of the aircraft
up and engage the transfer cable with a four-
pronged grapple anchored to the end of the pickup
cable. A flight mechanic stationed in the fuselage
of the aircraft then used a winch to reel the pack-
age on board.?® The system was operational by
1941 at the outbreak of World War I1.

The All American System—
Forerunner to STARS

As the war progressed and the Allies prepared
for the eventual invasion of Europe, it became ap-
parent that a capability was needed to extract per-
sonnel who had previously parachuted behind en-
emy lines. Literally thousands of paratroopers were
dropped by Carpetbagger B-24 and B-17 aircraft,
along with RAF Halifaxes, in the months before and
immediately after the Normandy invasion. The pri-
mary option for their recovery was a risky overland
trek through enemy-held territory followed by an
equally risky linkup with Allied forces in the field.
Hoping to find their exfiltration solution in the All
American Aviation system, the British began test-
ing the capability early in the war 26

In July 1943 the USAAF validated the need for
the extraction of downed airmen from behind enemy
lines and began an operational test of the All Ameri-
can Aviation system. Initial test produced unsat-
isfactory results for personnel pickups, with instru-
mentation recording more than 17 g’s (acceleration
of gravity) at initial contact with the pickup line.
Modifications were made in the parachute har-
ness and the transfer line, thus reducing the in-
itial force on the pick-up package to 7 g's. On 5
September 1943, the first volunteer paratrooper,



Lt Alex Doster, was picked up by a Stinson air-
craft utilizing the All American Aviation system2?

The USAAF continued to improve the capabil-
ity, and by early 1944 it had developed an airdrop
kit containing telescoping poles, a transfer line,
and a parachute harness to be worn by the person
being extracted. In February 1944 the first opera-
tional use of the system came when a C-47 ex-
tracted a glider from a remote location in Burma
and returned it to a base in India. For the remain-
der of the war, the USAAF refrained from using
the All American Aviation system for extraction of
personnel, but records indicate that the British
did use it for that purpose.

After the war further development of the re-
trieval system was discontinued. Not until the
Korean War was interest revived. In the summer
of 1951 a B-29 of the 580th ARCW conducted trials
at Eglin AFB, Florida, to determine if a large air-
craft could be used for pickups. Although proven
technically feasible, safety considerations of flying
such a large aircraft close to the ground resulted
in the program being dropped for the B-29.2°

In early 1952 the CIA renewed its interest in
the All American Aviation system. The agency was
attempting to establish a resistance network in
Manchuria with its proprietary airline CAT drop-
ping agents and supplies into Kirin Province by
way of C-47 transports. The rugged terrain found
in Manchuria favored an extraction system such
as the All American Aviation system over airland
exfiltration by way of an unprepared runway. By
the fall of 1952, CAT C-47 pilots were making
static pickups in Japan and successfully retrieved
aircraft mechanic Ronald E. Lewis during a train-
ing pickup. With the system tested and operation-
ally ready, a CAT C-47 aircraft equipped with the
All American Aviation system departed Seoul City
Airport (K-16) on the evening of 29 November
1952 for a scheduled pickup of team members pre-
viously inserted into Manchuria. Along with two
pilots there were two CIA officers on board—John
T. Downey and Richard G. Fecteau. A double
agent had compromised the team, and Chinese
gunners were waiting to ambush the CIA crew. On
initial approach in preparation for extraction of
the team, the C-47 was shot down, resulting in the
death of the two pilots and capture of the two CIA
officers by the Chinese. After two decades of im-
prisonment, the two officers were eventually re-
leased from Chinese prison—Fecteau in December
1971 and Downey in March 1973.%

The All American Aviation system was adapted
by the USAF for C-47 use late in 1952. Building
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on knowledge gained from the B-29 test the pre-
vious year, B Flight, 6167th Operations Squadron,
operating out of K-16 near Seoul, Korea, was as-
signed the extraction mission by Fifth AF. On two
occasions in 1953, B Flight attempted to perform
extractions utilizing the system. The first attempt
was aborted when the downed airman was captured
before the aircraft arrived in the pickup area. The
second attempt resulted in heavy damage to the
C-47 aircraft during the run-in for pickup. The mis-
sion had to be canceled, and the aircraft limped
back to its home station without the survivor 3!

The system proved to be an operational failure
for pickup of downed airmen in a hostile environ-
ment. All American Aviation did develop a suc-
cessful engagement system, however, in the late
1960s. The follow-on system enabled C-130-
equipped aircraft to snag satellite packages in
midair as they parachuted to earth from orbit.

Robert Edison Fulton Jr.

During a demonstration of the All American
Aviation system in London after World War 1I, a
young inventor named Robert Edison Fulton Jr. ob-
served the process and undoubtedly thought that he
could develop a better system. During the war Ful-
ton had developed a first-generation flight simula-
tor, but was unsuccessful in marketing the device
to the US military. There was little interest in
flight simulators at the time, with the consensus
that aviators could only gain necessary flying
skills in an actual airplane. Not to be dissuaded
by initial rejection, Fulton converted his flight
simulator to an aerial gunnery trainer, which he
called the Aerostructure. The device used film to
simulate aerial combat and provided instant feed-
back when the operator successfully hit the tar-
get. Fulton demonstrated the device in May 1942
to Comdr Luis de Florez, who was in the process
of establishing a special training division for the
US Navy. With de Florez’ support, Fulton was
provided developmental funds, and the Navy
eventually ordered 500 trainers at a cost of $6
million. In addition to the trainer, Fulton devel-
oped a complete training system that he would
later acknowledge as his greatest contribution to
the war effort. The US Navy documented a quan-
tum improvement in air-to-air gunnery perform-
ance by its new pilots as the Aerostructure be-
came the primary gunnery simulator for the Navy
utilizing Fulton’ s training system.

With the success of the gunnery trainer, Ful-
ton was recognized within the US Navy as a man
who could identify a need and apply his unique
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analytical skillsin developing a solution. His early
childhood and growth into a young adult prepared
him for this “out-of-the-box” thinking. Fulton was
a product of an affluent early twentieth-century
America. A distant relative of Robert Fulton, the
steamship and submarine inventor, and having a
middle name the same as another famous inven-
tor (although the name itself was an old family
one), he was destined to become a world-class in-
ventor himself. With his father the president of
Mack Truck Company, Fulton was blessed with
enough wealth and privilege to be given the op-
portunity to develop and grow into whatever his
abilities allowed. His mother encouraged him to
become an architect, so he enrolled in the Univer-
sity of Vienna's prestigious school of architecture,
renowned as one of the preeminent architectural
schools of the day. As he neared graduation in
1932, Fulton received a letter from his father en-
couraging him to return to New York by way of
the Orient so that he could experience the variety
of architectural forms and life styles found
throughout the East. Of course, his father envi-
sioned a conventional mode of transportation (rail
or ship) for the journey. As it turned out, young
Fulton made a deal with an English motorcycle
company to ride around the world on one of its
motorcycles and document the event through pho-
tography.

In July 1932 Fulton set out on his Douglas
twin-cylinder motorcycle from England and
headed east. Over the next year and a half, his
adventure resulted in experiences that would af-
fect and shape the rest of hislife. On 24 December
1933, Fulton drove into the courtyard of his par-
ents’ home in New York City, having traveled
over 40,000 miles during his 18-month odyssey.

After his around-the-world trip, Fulton’s pas
sion for photography guided him through the next
phase of his life. He worked for Pan American
Airlines (PanAm) as a photographer tasked to
document the airline’s expansion around the
world. Throughout the late 1930s, PanAm built
runways, hangars, terminals, and other facilities
required to support its worldwide operations. Par-
ticularly challenging was PanAm’s Pacific island
locations that had to be built from the ground up.
Fulton was there to photograph PanAm’s pro-
gress. In 1939 Fulton left PanAm to develop the
flight simulator that he later converted to the aerial
gunnery trainer purchased by the Navy during
World War 11.

As Fulton first observed the All American Avia-
tion system in 1946, he was also heavily involved
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in developing an aircraft capable of being con-
verted to an automobile for ground transporta-
tion. Fulton had traveled extensively in his Stin-
son airplane during the war to support his
gunnery trainer contract and was constantly con-
fronted with the problem of ground transportation
after he arrived at each destination. The Air-
phibian was his solution. Fulton purchased 15
acres adjacent to the Danbury Municipal Airport
and set up his production facilities. He built and
tested eight versions of the aircraft at Danbury.
Because the aircraft was also an automobile, the
long process of certification was nearly doubled to
meet both ground and air specifications. Also, the
Airphibian was the first of its type, and federal
regulators were unsure of what requirements
needed to be met. After a lengthy four-year pro-
cess, with his personal funds nearly exhausted,
Fulton was forced to sell the controlling interest
in his company to outsiders to raise enough cash
to finish the certification process. Just as the air-
craft design was finally being certified, the new
owners decided that producing the aircraft would
not be profitable, and they canceled production
and went in a different direction with the com-
pany. Fulton was heartbroken. He had managed
to get the only convertible airplane-automobile in
history certified by the Federal Aviation Admini-
stration, yet it would not be produced for sale to
the public. What he had worked on so hard for
nearly five years was now gone.

Through disappointment sometimes comes op-
portunity. While flying over isolated areas of the
globe, Fulton wondered how he would be rescued if
he had the misfortune to crash land. He remem-
bered the All American Aviation demonstration he
had observed in London back in 1946. He decided
to begin work on an improved system that was
designed specifically to extract downed airmen.

Early Skyhook Development

Fulton began his experiments in 1950 using a
weather balloon, nylon lift line, and weights of 10
to 15 pounds each. His concept was a simple one.
Instead of poles supporting atransfer cable as the
All American Aviation system had done, Fulton
wanted to raise the lift line into the air by way of
a helium-filled balloon. Instead of a grapple hook
attached to the end of a pickup cable, he designed
a fork, or V, which was mounted on the nose of
the aircraft. Early experimental designs placed
the fork on the left wing of the aircraft, with knots
tied in the lift line at intervals near the lift bal-
loon. When the lift line was engaged by the forks



as the aircraft struck the line, the lift line would
pass through the fork until a knot was encoun-
tered. This process took only afraction of a second
because of the speed of the aircraft. A long pole
was used to snag the lift line behind the fork, and
the line was then pulled into the fuselage of the
pickup aircraft by an auxiliary crew member. Af-
ter retrieval the end of the lift line was attached
to a winch, and the weighted package was re-
trieved into the aircraft.

Using his own Stinson aircraft, Fulton made
numerous pickups, testing his ideas and develop -
ing reliable recovery procedures. After experienc-
ing some degree of success and convinced the idea
was sound, Fulton had his son film the entire pro-
cess. Fulton then took the film to then-Adm Luis
de Florez, who had supported him 10 years earlier
when Fulton brought the aerial gunnery trainer to
the Navy during World War Il. Admiral de Florez
had become the director of technical research at
the CIA. Believing the idea had merit, de Florez
put Fulton in touch with the Office of Naval Re-
search (ONR) with the belief that the system could
be better developed by the military. Because of de
Florez’ support, Fulton was awarded a develop-
mental contract from ONR to refine his recovery
system and to produce a working prototype.3* Ful-
ton named his pickup system Skyhook .

Throughout the 1950s Fulton continued to de-
velop both ground and air equipment necessary to
support the Skyhook system. ONR provided a US
Navy P2V Neptune aircraft for Fulton’s research.
Operating out of El Centro, California, Fulton
gradually increased the weight of the pickup
package until his original line began to break. He
solved this problem by developing a braided nylon
line with a test strength of 4,000 pounds. The
most difficult piece of equipment to perfect was
the locking anchor, called the sky anchor, which
was placed in the apex of the fork. Fulton found
that knots in the lift line significantly decreased
its strength. Additionally, once engaged, the knots
could not be easily disengaged from the fork for
subsequent pickups. The sky anchor solved the
problem by wrapping the lift line around a spool,
thus locking the line over itself when the sky an-
chor was actuated upon contact with the lift line.
After the line was secured in the aft of the air-
craft, the sky anchor could then be unwound by
the pickup crew and the lift line pulled through to
clear it for another pickup. By 1958 all major com-
ponents of the retrieval system had taken final
shape.® Along with the sky anchor, Fulton cre-
ated an upgraded winch system for the back of
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the aircraft, and he modified the original weather
balloon to a more stable dirigible shape.

The P2V was modified with a tubular steel V
protruding from the nose of the aircraft, 30-feet
long, and spreading at a 70-degree angle. The lift
line was 500-feet long and was made of high-
strength, braided nylon. The aircraft flew at 425
feet above ground level (AGL) and impacted the
line near a Mylar marker placed there to provide
the pilot with a discernible aim point. Asthe air-
craft hit the line, the balloon was released by
way of a quick disconnect mechanism, and the
sky anchor secured the line to the nose of the
aircraft. Asthe line streamed back under the air-
craft, the pickup crew snagged the line with a
hook, attached it to the winch, and retrieved the
pickup package into the rear of the aircraft. Ful-
ton used instrumented dummies to measure g-
forces during the pickup. He also used a pig and
a monkey to validate their survivability when
picked up by the system. The first human recov-
ery took place on 12 August 1958, when SSgt
Levi W. Woods, US Marine Corps, was success
fully extracted by the P2V. The entire recovery
sequence took approximately six minutes.®®

The next major milestone in Skyhook develop-
ment occurred in August 1960, when a Skyhook-
equipped P2V flew to Point Barrow, Alaska, and
picked up mail and an assundry of items from the
Floating Ice Island T-3. The mission also involved
retrieving prehistoric artifacts from an archeol ogi-
cal party and geological samples from Peters Lake
Camp. The climax of the mission came when the
P2V dropped a recovery kit near the icebreaker
USS Burton Island. The recovery package was re-
trieved by one of the ship’s boats, and a recovery
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Photo courtesy of Robert E. Fulton

Robert Fulton modified his Stinson aircraft with a V
fork on the left wing to test the feasibility of his aerial
recovery idea.
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was made from the ship’s deck. The Alaskan trials
were the last step in certifying the system for op-
erational use.%

Operation Coldfeet—
TheFirst Operational Use of Skyhook

After the 1960 Alaskan trials, the US Navy
continued to refine the Fulton Skyhook system.
Although contracted to provide lift lines and bal-
loons to the Navy, Fulton’s developmental con-
tract had ended. In May 1961 what would become
the first operational use of the Skyhook system
began as Operation Coldfeet. The Soviet Union,
along with the United States, operated a series of
drift stations deep in the Arctic for research pur-
poses. As nuclear-powered submarines made
transit of the North Pole feasible, both super
powers turned their efforts to detecting them as
they traveled beneath the polar region. A naval
aircraft flying an aeromagnetic survey over the
Arctic Ocean reported sighting an abandoned So-
viet drift station. Soon afterwards, the Soviets an-
nounced that they had abandoned Station NP 9
because of a crack in the ice runway that sup-
ported its operations. ONR, with its recently de-
veloped Skyhook recovery system, was interested
in seeing what secrets the station might possess.
The station was too far north and out of conven-
tional helicopter range. The Skyhook system pro-
vided a means to reach the ice station and re-
trieve equipment or documents the Soviets might
have left behind.”

After preliminary approval by the chief of naval
operations, the mission was tentatively set for
September 1961, when the weather would be fa-
vorable and the station would be within 600 miles
of Thule AB, Greenland. ONR selected two highly
qualified individuals to parachute into the ice sta-
tion and investigate its secrets. USAF Maj James
Smith was an experienced jumper and Russian
linguist who had served on two US drift stations.
Lt Leonard A. LeSchack, US Navy Reserve, was a
geophysicist who had been involved with the
setup of surveillance equipment on drift station
T-3 in 1960. During the summer of 1961, in
preparation for the mission scheduled for Sep-
tember, the two men trained on the Fulton Sky-
hook system at the Naval Air Test Center,
Patuxent River, Maryland. Although not pre-
viously jump-qualified, LeSchack soon became
proficient in required parachuting skills.®

As training continued, top Navy brass became
increasingly skeptical over the whole operation.
Some experts felt that the operation was risky
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and that loss of life was inevitable. Regardless, the
mission received final approval in late September
1961. Other delays were experienced when spe-
cialized equipment designed for the mission failed
cold-weather testing at Eglin AFB’s climatic han-
gar in Florida. By the time the equipment was
certified and everything was ready to go, winter
had set in and the weather had deteriorated to a
point that mission success was highly doubtful.
The mission was subsequently postponed until the
next spring. In March 1962, with the mission still
on hold, naval intelligence learned that a second
ice station, designated NP 8, had been abandoned
in haste by the Soviets because of another ice
breakup near the unit. Being a much newer fa-
cility than NP 9, attention was shifted to the new
target. The US government received permission
from Canada to operate out of the Royal Canadian
AFB at Resolute Bay, which was located 600 miles
from the abandoned ice station NP 8.*

The Skyhook-equipped P2V, accompanied by a
C-130 support aircraft, departed Patuxent River
in mid-April en route to Resolute Bay. The hunt
for NP 8 began in clear weather with unrestricted
visibility. The C-130 flew to the station’'s last-
known coordinates and began a 10-mile box
search pattern. After hours of searching and with
fuel running low, the aircraft was forced to return
to base. The next day, the C-130 decreased its box
pattern to five-mile intervals but was still unable
to locate the elusive ice station. With allocated
flight hours exhausted after four additional days
of searching, the mission commander reluctantly
canceled the mission#°

Not long after the expedition returned to
Patuxent River, a US reconnaissance flight spot -
ted NP 8 well to the east of the position searched
by the C-130. ONR was out of funds, and the
modified P2V had been deployed to Antarctica, so
ONR turned to the intelligence community for
support. Fulton was working with the CIA to de-
velop a Skyhook capability for the agency when
the ONR contacted him regarding the NP 8 mis-
sion. In October 1961 Intermountain Aviation, a
CIA proprietary airline specializing in aerial de-
livery techniques, had equipped a B-17 with the
Fulton Skyhook system. For nearly six months,
ClA-contract pilots Connie W. Seigrist and
Douglas Price had practiced the mission and had
perfected equipment needed to extract agents
from the field. Fulton approached Intermountain
Aviation with ONR’s request. The Defense Intel -
ligence Agency made available $30,000 for the
project, and the proprietary agreed to fly the



mission with the Fulton-equipped B-17 and a sup-
port C-46 cargo aircraft.** An additional $30,000
was eventually provided to Intermountain Avia-
tion to offset the expense of the mission.

On 26 May 1962 Intermountain Aviation
launched the two aircraft to Point Barrow, Alaka,
to begin the next phase of Operation Coldfeet. On
27 May Seigrist and Price launched north from
Point Barrow to the last-known position of NP 8,
but after 13 hours of flying, they were unable to
find the elusive ice station. Weather was poor
with decreased visibility. The next day, with the
assistance of a more sophisticated P2V out of Ko-
diak Island, the crew located its target. Smith and
LeSchack parachuted out of the “Joe hole” in the
belly of the B-17 just as OSS operatives had done
during World War |l. After dropping supplies to
the two men on the ice and completing a radio
check, the crew departed for Point Barrow.*

While the two investigators probed the aban-
doned ice station, Intermountain Aviation me-
chanicsinstalled the tubular steel pickup boom on
the nose of the B-17 at Point Barrow. A test flight
was conducted on 30 May, and all equipment was
determined ready for the following day’s mission.
By 31 May, 72 hours had elapsed since the B-17
had dropped the two men on to the ice station.
They had completed their investigative mission
and were ready for extraction. The B-17 pickup
aircraft launched with Robert Fulton aboard,
along with a full complement of flight and pickup
crew members. Weather had deteriorated since
the initial drop, and the aircraft was unable to
locate the station. A dense fog had formed due to
heating of the ice. The crew reluctantly returned
to Point Barrow for an attempt the following day.
After another unsuccessful search on 1 June, the
mission commander again called in the P2V for
assistance in locating the target. On 2 June the
P2V took off two and one-half hours before the
B-17 to give it time to find the ice station. The
P2V quickly located NP 8 with its more sophisti-
cated navigational equipment.®

When the B-17 arrived over NP 8, the weather
was marginal at best for a pickup. The surface
wind was blowing at 30 knots, and the horizon
was barely discernible to the flight crew. The first
pickup was made by Seigrist and consisted of a
150-pound bundle of exposed film, documents,
and sensitive equipment. After the package was
successfully brought on board, Price moved to the
left seat for the next pickup. LeSchack was the
next package scheduled to be retrieved. The wind
had increased in intensity, and when the balloon
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began to rise after the two men had inflated it,
LeSchack tore loose from the grasp of Smith and
was dragged some 300 feet across the ice. He fi-
nally managed to stop sliding when his body hit
an ice block. At almost the same time that he hit
the ice block, Price hit the lift line and LeSchack
disappeared from Smith’s view through the fog.
Price and Seigrist changed seats again, and the
crew set up for the last recovery. Back on the ice,
Smith held on to a tractor as he inflated the he-
lium balloon. As had LeSchack a few minutes be-
fore, he was unable to remain stationary when
the balloon rose to altitude, and he began to slide
across the ice. He managed to find a surface crack
in the ice, and he planted the heels of his boots
firmly in it. As Smith lay on his back on the ice
with his heels wedged in the crack, Seigrist hit
the lift line. Minutes later, Smith was aboard
the B-17 and on his way back to Point Barrow
with his fellow investigator.*

Operation Coldfeet was an operational success.
The intelligence value gained from the material
extracted from NP 8 showed that Soviet research
in polar meteorology and oceanography was supe-
rior to that of the United States. Additionally, it
was learned that the ice station was configured to
allow extended periods of low-noise operation,
confirming the importance the Soviets placed on
acoustical work. But beyond the intelligence value
of the mission, Coldfeet had validated the opera-
tional use of the Fulton recovery system.”® With
winds outside the designed operational capability
of the system, the flight crew still had managed to
make three successful recoveries. The system was
ready for expanded application in both the US
Army and the US Air Force.

Photo courtesy of Robert E. Fulton

Intermountain Aviation modified a B-17 with the Ful-
ton Skyhook system (later identified as STARS). Air-
craft was used during Operation Coldfeet.
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Expansion of the Skyhook System

With the success of Operation Coldfeet, inter-
est in Fulton’s invention gained momentum
throughout the US military. US Army Special
Forces needed a reliable exfiltration method for
its expanding Green Beret program. The Green
Beret’'s mission often took them deep behind enemy
lines and often involved parachute operations
into the objective area. Just as OSS troops of
World War Il had needed a means to return to
friendly territory when the mission was com-
plete, so did the special forces. In 1962 the US
Army operated a growing fleet of fixed-wing C-7
Caribou aircraft. The Fulton Skyhook system
was adapted for this aircraft. Installation on the
Caribou was similar to that of the Navy P2V and
Intermountain Aviation’s B-17. A large tubular
steel V was mounted on the nose of the aircraft,
and the sky anchor was installed at its apex. The
winch system was modified and installed in the
cargo compartment of the aircraft. An opera-
tional test and evaluation was flown in the Cari-
bou during the fall, culminating in the Army’s
first live pickup of Capt James Skinner on 15
October 1962. Six additional live pickups were
successfully completed in the C-7 during October
and November training flights.®

The US Navy was also interested in expanding
its Skyhook capability. On 3 April 1963 a US Navy
S2F Tracker performed a live recovery of US Ma-
rine Corps sergeant Paul Mayer at its Patuxent
River facility. Navy S2Fs and Army C-7s continued
to perform live pickups during training throughout
1963 and 1964 to refine their respective programs.
The US Air Force performed its first live Skyhook
recovery on 27 November 1964, when Capt Nelson

Photo courtesy of Robert E. Fulton

US Army C-7 Caribou equipped with the Fulton recov-
ery system, early 1960s.
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Gough was picked up by a modified C-123H aircraft
at Eglin AFB, Florida. During 1965 another 22 live
pickups were accomplished on Army C-7 and Navy
S2F aircraft. Of the first recorded 98 Skyhook pick-
ups, 52 were performed by Army C-7 Caribous, 32
by Navy S2F Trackers, 11 by Navy P2V Neptunes,
two by Intermountain Aviation’s B-17 during Op-
eration Coldfeet, and one by USAF’ s C-123H .47

All but one of the 98 live pickups was success
ful. In April 1963, during an S2F Tracker recov-
ery, the pickup volunteer experienced vertigo and
disorientation as he was brought into the aircraft.
An inexperienced recovery crew inadvertently dis-
connected the lift line before fastening a safety
line to the individual. With no restraining line at-
tached, the individual stumbled and fell through
the open hatch of the aircraft to his death. No
other fatality was attributed to the system for the
next two decades.”®

The USAF C-130A/B
Skyhook Modification

With minimum change, the proven Fulton Sky-
hook system was adapted by Lockheed engineers
to the C-130A and C-130B aircraft. The basic dif-
ference between the P2V and the C-130 installa-
tion was found in the retrieval procedures. On the
P2V the pickup package was brought on board the
aircraft through a hatch in the lower fuselage. On
the C-130 the package came aboard through the
rear cargo ramp and door *°

The V yoke and supporting truss was mounted
on the nose of the C-130 and designed in such a
way as to allow installation or removal in approxi-
mately two hours. The yoke forks had a spread of
24 feet from tip to tip, thus allowing ample toler-
ance when maneuvering the aircraft for engage-
ment of the lift line. The fixed-position yoke
guided the lift line into the sky anchor, which
automatically secured the line to the nose of the
aircraft. A propeller guard cable was connected
from the yoke ends to the left and right wing tip
of the aircraft. The purpose of the guard cable was
to deflect the pickup line away from the propellers
in the event the pilot missed the line with the
yoke. A retrieving line deflector cable, attached to
the right yoke tip and to the left yoke base, pre-
vented the lift line from hanging up on the nose
radome (fig. 2).%

Recovery equipment mounted on a pallet in the
cargo compartment included a hydraulic winch,
hoist with operator controls, safety fence mounted
on the ramp, cable-retrieving hook, and snatch-
pole. A pallet was secured to the ramp floor by
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Figure 2. C-130A/B Fulton Skyhook Installation (External View) (Source: Lockheed Aircraft Corporation, ER-4112, 8 February 1960.)

standard tie-down rings located in the recesses of
the floor. The winch consisted of two cantilever-
suspended drums mounted to the winch gearbox
and powered by a hydraulic motor. An emergency
manually operated level-wind roller was also pro-
vided in the event of primary winch failure (fig. 3).5

The Skyhook components, comprising the
pickup equipment on the nose of the aircraft and
the retrieval equipment on the cargo ramp, were
designed as a package unit capable of being stored
as a kit. The Skyhook system could be installed on
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aircraft tasked to fly a recovery mission with the
following minor structural and system adapta-
tions compl eted:

1. Minor beef-up of the upper windowsill longeron
where the nose pickup truss attached to the aircraft.

2. Hydraulic system pressure and return lines adapted
to allow for pallet power source tie-in by installation
of tubing fittings, quick-disconnect fittings, and
dust covers.

3. Electrical system adapted for the Skyhook power
source tie-in by the installation of an AC quick dis-
connect plug-in type junction box.
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Figure 3. C-130A/B Fulton Skyhook Installation (Internal View) (Source: Lockheed Aircraft Corporation, ER-4112, 8 February 1960.)

4. Communication system control panel added in the
cargo compartment near the pallet operator’s
workstation.5?

USAF was interested in the Fulton recovery
capability and conducted a formal operational test
and evaluation of the system mounted on the C-
130 during 1962 and 1963. No recorded live pick-
ups were made during the test phase. In 1964
USAF made the decision to install a permanent
Skyhook system on specially modified C-130E air-
craft in response to the growing requirement to
rescue airmen shot down in Vietnam.

Skyhook and Combat Talon

The C-130E was the newest model aircraft in
the C-130 series and marked a significant in-
crease in capability over the earlier C-130A and
C-130B. The removable tubular V yoke tested on
the earlier model aircraft was redesigned by Lock-
heed engineers and transformed into a fully re-
tractable, hydraulically operated unit mounted
permanently on the nose of the aircraft. The con-
figuration required redesign of the nose radome,

resulting in the characteristic nose found on early
Combat Talons. Fulton equipment located in the
cargo compartment was removable and installed
on the aircraft dependent on mission tasking.
More than 75 USAF C-130 aircraft, including the
14 original E model Combat Talons, were eventu-
ally modified with the Fulton system.

The Combat Talon Fulton system consisted of a
yoke assembly, sky anchor, davit assembly, manual
davit winch, two hydraulically operated winches,
ramp air deflectors, ramp guards, parahooks, mis-
cellaneous recovery equipment, recovery Kits, con-
trol panels, and fending lines. The yoke assembly
was designed to fold back along the fuselage of the
aircraft when not required for Fulton operations.
The sky anchor, located at the apex of the yoke, was
mounted internally in the upper nose section of the
aircraft. This configuration helped protect it from
the harsh environment experienced by units pre-
viously mounted in an exposed configuration. The
internal mount of the sky anchor also resulted in a
more aerodynamically clean nose, thus decreasing
drag when the aircraft wasin flight.%
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The davit assembly was a V-shaped boom
mounted on the cargo ramp floor; it provided a
means of raising the retrieved package over the aft
end of the ramp and lowering it to the ramp. Two
hydraulically operated winches were included in
the Talon configuration, an improvement over the
earlier winch that had two spools but only one set
of gears. The winches were mounted, one above
the other, on the cargo compartment floor just for-
ward of the ramp hinge and were designed to re-
trieve the lift line after the sky anchor secured it
to the nose of the aircraft. The top winch was the
primary winch, and the bottom winch was the
standby. To decrease windblast around the ramp
area during recovery operations with the ramp
lowered, a buffer board was mounted on each side
of the cargo ramp. The fence system designed for
the earlier C-130A/B configuration was eliminated.
Three protective guards were attached to the aft
end of the ramp to provide protection for the lift
line during recovery. The yoke was controlled from
the yoke panel at the pilot’s station. The sky an-
chor was controlled from the sky anchor control
box just forward of the left paratroop door. The
winches were operated by control handles on the
winch platform (fig. 4).%

To retrieve the line, a torpedo-shaped para-
hook was provided. The parahook, which closely
resembled a conventional iron bomb, had a hook
on each side and was used to hook and retrieve
the lift line. The parahook was attached to a
recovery line, which passed through a portable
pulley assembly mounted above the ramp in the
cargo compartment of the aircraft. After passing
through the pulley assembly, the recovery line
was attached to the standby winch. The para-
hook and recovery line were deployed to retrieve
the lift-line trajectory beneath the airplane and
had to be maneuvered until the lift line was
hooked. Airspeed of the aircraft directly affected
the trajectory of the parahook, with higher air-
speeds and heavier packages requiring a heavier
parahook. One 30-pound and one 75-pound
parahook were provided for lift-line recovery.
When not in use, the parahooks were stowed in
the retrieval equipment stowage box located on
the aircraft.®

Miscellaneous recovery equipment included in
the Fulton recovery kit consisted of a cleat bar,
portable pulley assembly, snatch blocks, pilot’s
hooks, anchor clamp, and personnel restraint har-
nesses. All the miscellaneous recovery equipment
was stowed in the retrieval equipment storage box
in the forward cargo compartment. One pilot’s
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hook was stowed on brackets on the flight-station
aft bulkhead. The cleat bar, which mounted on
the aft right side of the ramp floor, contained two
cleats. The cleats were used to secure the lift line
when removing the snatch block from the line.
The portable pulley hooked into the overhead
structure above the aft center of the ramp. The
pulley was used to raise the davit assembly when
the recovery package reached the ramp. The
snatch block was used to pull enough slack in the
lift line to enable the lift line to be secured to the
cleat bar. The pilot’s hook was used in the cockpit
to pull the lift line into the airplane, where the
line could be cut to release the balloon connector
end. Personnel restraint harnesses were used by
personnel working on the ramp during recovery
when the ramp was lowered.%

Building on the lessons learned from Operation
Coldfeet, a ground anchor kit was provided for use
both on land and on ice. The anchor kit consisted
of ground anchor stakes, anchor tie-lines, shovels,
sledgehammers, and operating instructions for
the use of the ground anchor equipment. Two
types of ground anchor stakes were provided in
the kit: one, with movable spades, was used for
normal, compacted soil; the other, a shorter stake
with a sharp spike, was used for ice and frozen
ground. The ground anchor components were
placed in the drop kit when forecast surface winds
were more than approximately 20 knots and were
air-dropped with the recovery kit to personnel on
the ground.””

Two propeller guard cables, known as fending
lines, were provided to protect the lift line from
striking the propellers head-on in the event the
pilot missed the line with the yoke. The fending
lines also protected the pickup package from
movement in the event of a miss. Early fending
lines did not have cutter knives installed;
rather, they relied on the aircraft’s propeller to
cut the line in case of a miss. These early fend-
ing lines placed the lift line in an optimum posi-
tion so that it could be properly cut by the pro-
peller without danger of having the line
ingested into the engine. A later modification
installed cutter knives on the fending line to cut
the pickup line automatically if missed by the
yoke. The fending lines were attached to the
outboard end of each wing tip and to a point
just aft of the sky anchor and were stowed in
the cargo compartment when the airplane was
not configured for recovery operations.5®

An aerial sight was provided for the pilot to
align the airplane with the lift line during lift-line
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Figure 4. Miscellaneous Recovery Equipment for STARS-Equipped C-130E (Source: Lockheed Technical Manual (LTM)
1MC-130E-1, 1 October 1981, Combat Talon Archive, HQ AFSOC/HO, Hurlburt Field, Fla.)

engagement. The intercept sight was a portable
optical instrument that attached to a mount |o-
cated over the pilot’s forward windshield. The
sight contained a two-position toggle switch and
a rheostat that controlled the brilliance of the
reticle projected on the reflector plate. When the
sight was not in use, it was stowed behind the
pilot’s seat.>®

Normal System Operation

The recovery operation began with the airdrop
of the recovery kit. The kit was configured either
for water or for land use and was delivered at
130 KIAS. Following recovery kit deployment,
the ramp crew installed the necessary recovery
equipment (such as the overhead pulley, snatch
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block, and anchor clamp), set the sky anchor to its
ready position, turned on the hydraulic pressure
switch to the two winches, donned safety har-
nesses, and prepared to lower the parahook. The
forward escape hatch was removed, and the pilot’s
hook was removed from its stowed position. The
aircraft was slowed to recovery airspeed, the yoke
extended, the ramp and door opened, and the air-
craft was flown upwind into the lift line between
the upper and lower markers (fig. 5a).6°

Upon contact with the yoke, the lift line was
guided into the sky anchor, where it was locked to
the airplane. At that time the balloon broke free,
the upper part of the lift line flowed aft over the
upper fuselage, and the lower part trailed in an
arc under the fuselage (fig. 5b). The ramp crew
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Figure 5a. Typical Recovery Sequence, Aircraft Approaches
Lift Line (Source: LTM 1MC-130E-1, 1 October 1981, Combat
Talon Archive, HQ AFSOC/HO, Hurlburt Field, Fla.)
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hooked the lift line using the parahook. At the
forward flight station, the upper part of the lift
line was drawn into the aircraft through the over-
head escape hatch using the pilot’s hook, and ex-
cess line was cut off. The end attached to the sky
anchor was held until the sky anchor was re-
leased. At the ramp the parahook was raised by
the primary winch and the overhead pulley, thus
drawing the lift line aboard the ramp (fig. 5¢ and
fig. 5d).

A snatch block, attached at one end to the
standby winch, was connected to the lift line be-
low the parahook, and the winch was reeled in
until the snatch block neared the winch (fig. 5e).
An anchor clamp, attached at one end to a tie-
down just forward of the winch platform, was
then clamped to the lift line as far back as pos-
sible, and the standby winch was reeled out until

Figure 5b. Aircraft Engages Lift Line (Source: LTM

1MC-130E-1, 1 October 1981, Combat Talon Archive, HQ

AFSOC/HO, Hurlburt Field, Fla.)
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Figure 5c. Lift Line Engaged by Parahook (Source: LTM

1MC-130E-1, 1 October 1981, Combat Talon Archive, HQ

AFSOC/HO, Hurlburt Field, Fla.)
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Figure 5d. Snatch Block Attached to Lift Line (Source: LTM
1MC-130E-1, 1 October 1981, Combat Talon Archive, HQ
AFSOC/HO, Hurlburt Field, Fla.)
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Figure 5e. Anchor Clamp Attached to Lift Line (Source: LTM
1MC-130E-1, 1 October 1981, Combat Talon Archive, HQ
AFSOC/HO, Hurlburt Field, Fla.)
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the anchor clamp and tie-down line assumed the
lift-line load. When enough slack in the lift line
was available, the lift line was tied to the cleat
bar. The parahook, overhead pulley, primary
winch drum, and the snatch block were removed
and carried forward past the ramp hinge to clear
the working area on the ramp. An empty drum
was then installed on the primary winch (fig. 5f).
With the lift line positively locked to the aircraft
by the cleat bar and the anchor clamp, the sky
anchor was released.®* When the sky anchor had
been released, the lift line was pulled through
the sky anchor from the ramp (fig. 5g). Once the
loose end of the lift line was retrieved by the
ramp crew, a knot was tied in the end of the lift
line, and it was inserted into the detent on the
primary winch drum. The slack lift line was
then fed on to the drum. Just before the pri-
mary winch assumed the load, the lift line was
untied from the cleat bar. The primary winch
continued to reel in until the anchor clamp
could be removed from the lift line (fig. 5h).

After the anchor clamp had been removed, the
lift line was reeled in at maximum speed until
the davit was ready to be installed, at which time
the reel in was stopped. The davit was moved
under the lift line, and the pip pin was installed
over the line. The davit was locked to the ramp
floor, and the lift line was forced under the for-
ward davit roller 82

After the davit was installed and the lift line
was forced under the roller, the primary winch
was reengaged and operated at maximum speed
until the package approached the ramp. Concur-
rently, the davit rotation line was attached to the
standby winch. As the package neared the ramp,
the primary winch was slowed gradually and was
stopped when the package harness reached the
davit roller (fig. 5j).

The standby winch was then reeled in to rotate
the davit, and the ramp crew stabilized the pack-
age and attached the retention line to the D ring
on the package harness. The primary winch was
then reeled out, allowing the package to descend
to the ramp with excess slack in the lift line. The
package was then moved forward of the ramp
hinge line where it could be safely detached from
the lift line and retention line (fig. 5k).

After retrieval, if no other recoveries were
planned, the davit was removed, the cargo ramp
and door were closed, all recovery equipment
was stowed, and hydraulic pressure was shut off
to the winches.®® For multiple recoveries, the
sky anchor was reset to the ready position, an
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Figure 5f. Snatch Block and Parahook Removed from Lift Line
(Source: LTM 1MC-130E-1, 1 October 1981, Combat Talon
Archive, HQ AFSOC/HO, Hurlburt Field, Fla.)

Figure 5g. Lift Line Released from Sky Anchor (Source: LTM
1MC-130E-1, 1 October 1981, Combat Talon Archive, HQ
AFSOC/HO, Hurlburt Field, Fla.)

empty spool was installed on the primary winch,
and the aircraft was left in the recovery configu-
ration with the yoke extended and the ramp and
door open. If additional recoverieswere scheduled
later in the mission, the yoke was retracted, the
ramp and door were closed to enable the aircraft
to accelerate to en route airspeed, and the Fulton
gear was left in place on the ramp. The entire
recovery operation took approximately six min-
utes, depending on factors including ramp crew
proficiency, turbulence, day or night operations,
and normal operation of all equipment. Detailed
emergency procedureswereavailableintheevent
any component of the system failed to operate

properly.
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Figure. 5h. Lift Line Attached to Primary Winch (Source: LTM
1MC-130E-1, 1 October 1981, Combat Talon Archive, HQ
AFSOC/HO, Hurlburt Field, Fla.)
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Figure 5j. Package Retrieved and Stopped at Davit Pulley
(Source: LTM 1MC-130E-1, 1 October 1981, Combat Talon
Archive, HQ AFSOC/HO, Hurlburt Field, Fla.)
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Figure 5k. Package Brought Aboard Aircraft (Source: LTM
1MC-130E-1, 1 October 1981, Combat Talon Archive, HQ
AFSOC/HO, Hurlburt Field, Fla.)
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Skyhook/STARS Live Recoveries

A measure of confidence in the Fulton recovery
system was found in the willingness of the com-
mand controlling the Combat Talon to perform
live pickups. A live pickup was defined as a recov-
ery that involved a human being, whether in
training or during a contingency operation. When
the USAF made the first live recovery in the C-
130 aircraft on 3 May 1966, there had already
been 98 live attempts, with only one of those be-
ing unsuccessful. The system was a proven one,
yet confidence in its capability could only be
maintained by continued live pickups. (A view
held by some, but not all, in the Special Opera-
tions community.)

There were two major schools of thought con-
cerning live pickups. The first school encom-
passed commanders who felt that since the sys
tem was man-rated by the USAF, live personnel
pickups were no more risky than any other capa-
bility designed into the aircraft. As an example,
the aircraft was designed to fly low-level terrain
following with its AN/APN-115 radar. The sys
tem was a day-night, adverse-weather one. It
was undoubtedly more risky to fly at night in the
weather than in day visual-flight rules, yet the
aircraft was operated in all modes, up to de-
signed system limitations. Why not the Fulton
recovery system, too? This school of thought as
sessed that if the system were not regularly used
for live pickups during exercises and training, it
would not be considered a viable option when a
combat or contingency tasking was received. The
US military trained the way it fought; so, if the
system was unsafe for training, it was unsafe for
actual operations.

The second school of thought held that live
pickups presented an unacceptable risk to the
individual and that training value received from
an actual live pickup could be gained through a
pickup utilizing a training dummy. This school
theorized, for example, that since the US mili-
tary did not engage in actual combat during
training, with the resultant loss of life and limb,
it was unnecessary to perform actual live pick-
ups that put an individual’s life in danger for
the sake of training.

Throughout the history of USAF’s involvement
with the Fulton system, the two schools clashed
over the live versus dummy issue. During the
early years of Fulton employment on the Combat
Talon, the live school dominated the Combat
Talon community in the Pacific. Six live recov-
eries were performed between May and August
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1966 when the system was new and being certi-
fied for operational use. As the Combat Spear
contingent deployed to SEA, Combat Talon live
recoveries continued there during 1967 and
1968. By 30 September 1968 Combat Spear
crews had performed 29 additional live recov-
eries, and the unit continued live pickups until
30 August 1971.% No malfunctions were re-
corded that resulted in injury or loss of life. Af-
ter August 1971 Combat Spear did not make
any more recorded live pickups. In 1973 Combat
Spear converted to non-Fulton-capable “Yank”
aircraft and closed the book forever on the re-
covery capability in the Pacific.

After Combat Spear deployed to SEA in 1966,
the Combat Knife unit at Pope AFB was tasked
with training additional crews for the Combat Ar-
row unit in Europe and training replacement
crews for the 1968 SEA rotation. Available records
indicate that after the initial six live recoveries
were made in 1966, no other live pickups were
performed by the stateside-based Combat Knife
unit. The school of “no live recoveries for training”
was firmly in control at Tactical Air Command
(TAC) headquarters. Similarly, the European
Combat Arrow unit did not perform live recoveries
after its 1968 deployment to Ramstein AB, Fed-
eral Republic of Germany (FRG). Ironically, it
would be the European unit that championed the
utility of the Fulton system and displayed it as a
primary capability for long-range extraction of
friendly forces from behind enemy lines. It did not,
however, record any live pickups during training
until the late 1970s, when the system again was
utilized for live training recoveries.

In 1978 US Army colonel William H. Tyler,
commander, Special Operations Task Force,
Europe, initiated a request to US Air Force,
Europe (USAFE) for resumption of limited live
pickups for training. Capt John Harbison and
TSgt Buff Underwood, both assigned to the 7th
Special Operations Squadron (SOS) at that time,
put together a presentation for the USAFE/deputy
commander of operations, Maj Gen Robert W. Cle-
ments, and briefed him on the system. At the con-
clusion of the briefing, Colonel Tyler asked for
approval to do a live surface-to-air recovery and
was promptly told “no.” Not being one to take no
for an answer, Colonel Tyler postponed any fur-
ther requests and vowed privately to do a live
surface-to-air recovery during the next Flintlock
exercise, when he would have operational control
of the 7th SOS. True to his word, Colonel Tyler
authorized the 7th SOS to perform a live surface-
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to-air recovery, and on 23 April 1979 he became
the first person extracted by the 7th SOS utilizing
the Fulton recovery system. A few days later, Capt
Skip Davenport made a second live pickup, ex-
tracting Air Force Capt Bruce Weigel during
Subexercise Schwarzes-Pferd in southern Ger-
many. For the next three years, live surface-to-air
recoveries were accomplished during the annual
Flintlock exercise by 7th and 8th SOS personnel.
The last live surface-to-air recovery attempt oc-
curred on 26 April 1982 at Canadian forces base,
Lahr, in southern Germany. A system malfunction
resulted in the release of the person being picked
up, and he did not survive hisinjuries.

Combat Talon crews assigned to the 7th and
8th SOS continued to maintain proficiency in the
system after a thorough refurbishment was con-
ducted in the 1985 period. The “no live recoveries
for training” idea persisted, however, and no live
surface-to-air recoveries were ever again accom-
plished. In November 1998 the Fulton STARS
was removed from the remaining Combat Talon
Clamp aircraft, and the capability was no longer
available. The STARS had been an integral part
of the weapons system since its inception in
1965. (See appendix A for alist of persons picked
up by the Fulton STARS.)

The Terrain-Following/
Terrain-Avoidance Radar System

Although not as visually overt as the Fulton
STARS modification, the ability of Combat Talon to
fly low level in the TF/TA mode was at the heart of
its unique capability. By 1965 Texas Instruments
(TI) had produced an operational TF/TA radar for
the RF-4 Phantom, which it identified as the
AN/APQ-99. When Project Heavy Chain aircraft
were modified beginning in late 1964, the AN/
APQ-99 was adapted for the C-130E as the SPR-3
and installed in the two assigned aircraft. When
Project Stray Goose kicked off in the spring of
1966, the SPR-3 was further modified by TI to
the AN/APQ-115 configuration and installed by
LAS Ontario on the 14 Combat Talon aircraft.
The original C-130E production radar (the AN/
APN-59B) was removed from the aircraft at that
time.

The AN/APQ-115 remained the primary radar
system on the Combat Talon throughout the 1960s,
but it suffered from a low mean-time-between fail-
ure (MTBF) rate. A low MTBF rate equated to
increased downtime for the radar, with additional
maintenance and parts required to keep the sys
tem operationally ready. The more often a piece of



equipment malfunctioned, the more time, dollars,
and manpower were required to repair it. Many
times during the early years of Combat Talon,
aircraft were flown on missions with an inopera-
tive radar because the radar could not be kept in
commission. Along with the MTBF problem, the
AN/APQ-115 suffered from inaccurate references
(poor stabilization and Doppler inputs) that de-
graded its performance. In 1968 LAS Ontario be-
gan a study into a possible replacement radar
that would be more reliable and require less
maintenance between flights. The USAF was in
the procurement stage for a new radar to improve
its adverse-weather air-dropping capability. The
new radar system was designated the Adverse
Weather Aerial Delivery System (AWADS). The
AWADS radar was further identified as the
AN/APQ-122(V)1, and it had the basic charac
teristics required for the Combat Talon mission,
except that it did not have a TF/TA capability. Tl
engineers, in conjunction with LAS Ontario, de-
veloped the AN/APQ-122(V)8 radar for the Com-
bat Talon and incorporated the TF/TA function
into its operation. To help eliminate the reference
problems found in the AN/APQ-115, the new ra-
dar was coupled with the Litton LN-15J inertial
navigation system (INS) that was tied to the Dop-
pler and the Loran C. The new INS provided
track, heading, and stabilization information that
was far superior to anything available earlier.*
After extensive testing, the USAF initially pro-
cured the AN/APQ-122(V)8 for the four Heavy
Chain aircraft, and from 1970 to 1972, the radar
was also procured and installed in the 12 Combat
Talons. The AN/APQ-122 radar was part of a
sweeping modernization initiative for Combat
Talon that was identified as the MOD-70 program.
Many other system improvements were part of
this upgrade, including the dual navigator’'s sta-
tion on the flight deck and an upgraded electronic
warfare/radio operator console in the cargo com-
partment. To accommodate the dual-radar an-
tenna and the Fulton sky anchor, a new radome
was developed that had an elongated chin in the
lower front portion of the unit. The new radome
made the 12 Clamp Combat Talons unique and
physically different from all other C-130 aircraft.
The standard round nose found on the basic C-130
remained on the Heavy Chain non-Fulton aircraft
and on aircraft 64-0571 and 64-0572, which did
not have Fulton STARS installed. The distinctive
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nose radome adopted for the new radar during
the MOD-70 program remained on the Clamp
surface-to-air recovery aircraft from that time
forward.

Through the 1970s and 1980s, the AN/APQ-
122(V)8 radar remained virtually unchanged. Mi-
nor system improvements were incorporated into
the radar, but no major modifications were made.
By the late 1980s the radar had aged nearly 20
years, and many of its subsystems were on the
verge of becoming nonsupportable. In the most
extensive follow-on upgrade to the Combat Talon
since 1970, the MOD-90 program was devel oped,
and an extensive radar upgrade was incorporated
into it. Beginning in the late 1980s, aircraft 64-0567
was dedicated to the MOD-90 program and was
designated the first Special Operations Forces—
Improved (SOF-1) aircraft. The SOF-I designation
was the interim identification for Combat Talons
having undergone the first phase of the MOD-90
conversion. SOF-1 Phase | focused on upgrading the
navigational suite, but it also included installation
of the WJ-1840 (APR-46A) panoramic ECM re-
ceiver. The aircraft went through perhaps the most
extensive test program ever developed for an al-
ready operational system going through modifica-
tion. For more than two years, the 8th SOS pro-
vided flight crews and support personnel dedicated
to the test effort. By the time Operation Just Cause
commenced in December 1989, aircraft 64-0567 had
completed its SOF-I operational test and evaluation
(OT&E), and the squadron commander chose it to
lead the airland assault into Rio Hato AB, Panama.
The long and often frustrating test program had
paid off. The next phase of the SOF-1 program fo-
cused on ECM upgrades, including the ALQ-172,
ALQ-196, and AAR-44. Aircraft 64-0565 was the
first full-up MOD-90 aircraft. So thorough was the
testing on 64-0567 that the first production aircraft
had few setbacks and was brought up to operational
status in minimal time.

*x * * % * %

Back in 1965 TF/TA theory was little under-
stood by technicians outside the TI community.
Having received the contract to modify the four
Heavy Chain aircraft with the SPR-3 radar, LAS
Ontario set about building its own TF/TA exper-
tise. By 1966, when the company began modifying
Combat Talons with the AN/APQ-115 radar, their
technicians had advanced to a point that rivaled

*Harry Pannill, Mike Connaughton, Rethel Jones, and John Gargus, along with eight Heavy Chain pilots and navigators, were the first crew
members to be trained on the new INS by Litton Industries at Menlow Park, California. The capabilities found in the LN-15J were “pure magic” to
the crew members and represented the most significant operational improvement for the Combat Talon since its creation in 1965.
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any other in the world on TF/TA operations. Edu-
cating USAF operators and maintainers on the
new system proved more challenging. The basic
problem with USAF personnel was that the ra-
dar was classified and that operational informa-
tion about it was not readily accessible. Flight
crews and maintainers could not easily refer to
the technical orders, thus hindering their ability
to attain vital systems knowledge. In the flying
squadrons, electronic warfare officers kept radar
manuals in their EW safe and signed them out to
pilots and navigators when requested. Because
they were all classified, the manuals could not be
removed from the squadron building, thus pre-
venting self-study during off-duty periods. An un-
classified article, published by the McDonnell-
Douglas Aircraft Corporation in 1965, discussed
the AN/APQ-99 TF/TA radar installed in the RF-
4 aircraft. The article was reproduced and dis-
tributed to pilots and navigators while they were
attending initial Talon training at Pope AFB. As
late as 1968, when the 7th SOS received its four
Combat Talons, the RF-4 article was still con-
sidered the best unclassified document available
on the TF/TA system.

Efforts to declassify the radar and to provide
better information to the Combat Talon commu-
nity was realized in 1971, when the annual Com-
bat Talon Management Review Conference adopted
the first unclassified Lockheed Technical Manual
(LTM) that contained detailed information de-
scribing the TF/TA radar system. The description
of radar operations contained in the first LTM
was improved over the years and included in sub-
sequent LTMs produced for the Combat Talon.

Terrain-Following Radar System Theory*

To appreciate the low-level adverse-weather ca-
pability of the Combat Talon weapons system, one
must understand the basic operation of the TF/TA
radar. Conventional airborne search radar pro-
vided range and azimuth data of sufficient accu-
racy for normal high-level aircraft navigation. The
beams generated by these radar, however, did not
possess the vertical angular resolution necessary to
provide the precision required for terrain-following
and terrain-avoidance flight.

Terrain-avoidance radar required good hori-
zontal antenna stabilization and a radar-beam
pattern that, besides detecting targets in range

and azimuth, could distinguish between obstacles
located at or above the true horizontal plane of the
aircraft and those located below it. In addition
terrain-following radar (TFR) required a good hori-
zontal reference for its antenna. Its beam had to ac-
curately measure the angular aircraft-to-obstacle
relationship in the vertical plane and feed thisinfor -
mation to a computer, which, in turn, could furnish
necessary climb and dive commands for maintain-
ing desired vertical-terrain clearances.

The TFR employed either the aircraft’s Doppler
system or its inertial navigation system for its an-
tenna’'s primary vertical and horizontal reference.
For the AN/APQ-122(V)B radar, the stabilization
reference could be manually or automatically
switched to the MD-1 gyros if the LN-15J became
unreliable or inoperative. If the Doppler failed
while utilizing the AN/APQ-115, however, the ra-
dar would display a fail indication, and TF opera-
tion normally would be discontinued. The required
radar beam angular resolution and precision for
terrain following and terrain avoidance was at-
tained by the monopulse resolution improvement
(MRI) technique (fig. 6).

The AN/APQ-115 radar had a single contoured,
spoiled parabola face antenna for its operation. On
the AN/APQ-122, a special flat-face antenna and a
separate X band receiver were used to generate
the MRI video. During the transmit cycle the radio
frequency energy was first split into two parts that
had an equal amplitude and phase relationship.
Then, the radio frequency energy was radiated
through a grid circular polarizer screen from the
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Figure 6. Monopulse Resolution Improvement Technique
(Source: 1st SOW, CTF Student Study Guide, Hurlburt Field,
Fla., 23 June 1991.)

*The following description was extracted from the USAF Combat Talon Formal School publication, AN/APQ-122(V)8 Terrain-Following Radar
Handout, 1 January 1979. Information in this handout was later updated and included in the 1st SOW-Central Training Flight (CTF) Combat
Talon Formal School publication, Student Study Guide, Hurlburt Field, Fla., 23 June 1991. Information regarding the AN/APQ-99 and the
AN/APQ-115 was extracted from the publication titledMcDonnell Aircraft Field Support Digest, Fourth Quarter, 1965.
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top and bottom halves of the antenna. This radia-
tion produced two overlapping, equal strength
pencil beams that were circularly polarized to im-
prove weather penetration. During the receive cycle
the patterns of both were vectorally added and
subtracted to produce sum and difference pat-
terns. Through this process, a phase difference be-
tween above and below boresight targets was gen-
erated. The return echoes of both patterns were
further phase shifted and fed into a phase detec-
tor, which identified echoes that were above an-
tenna boresight. Output of the detector went to the
video processor, which produced the MRI above
boresight video.

The MRI video had a distinct, sharply defined
vertical boresight edge. Consequently, when the
antenna was properly referenced to the aircraft’s
true horizon, the sharp (video) edge could trace the
aircraft’s true horizontal plane during its lateral
(TA) sweep and measure the angular aircraft-to-
obstacle relationship during its vertical (TF) sweep
(fig. 7).

The TA mode was the simpler of the two. Given
a reliable horizontal reference, the MRI video
would display those targets that were at the air-
craft’s true horizontal plane or above it. With TA
targets displayed on the radarscope, the pilot
could fly the aircraft around obstacles maintain-
ing either constant altitude or aclimb. A dive or a
descent could result in impact with the ground,
since the radar could only detect terrain at the
boresight of the aircraft or above it. To ensure
safe flight, the antenna also had to be oriented to
the aircraft’s projected track instead of its true
heading. For this reason, the radar was interfaced
with the aircraft’s primary drift reference so the
antenna was provided with the proper azimuth
stabilization. For the AN/APQ-115 the primary
drift reference was the Doppler, and for the
AN/APQ-122, it was the INS.
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Figure 7. Antenna Scan Patterns (Source: 1st SOW, CTF
Student Study Guide, Hurlburt Field, Fla., 23 June 1991.)
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Terrain-following flight was more complicated
than terrain-avoidance flight. Horizontal and
drift references were required as in TA; however,
the MRI beam scanned along a vertical plane
down the projected aircraft’s track. The scan pat-
tern was a narrow rectangle that, when traced by
the beam, outlined a rectangular search cone 7.5
degrees wide—spanning from +8 degrees above
to —17 degrees below the aircraft’s boresight for
the AN/APQ-122—and 5.0 degrees, +7 degrees,
and —18 degrees, respectively, for the AN/APQ-
115. Targets inside the cone were processed and
analyzed by the computer and then displayed on
the pilot’s indicator. The computer compared re-
flected echoes against a variable template (gate)
that was the radar’s reference line for climb and
dive commands.

The command template and the effective radar
scan search cone could be likened to a sightless
man’s cane. A walking man using his cane would
trace a definite pattern in front of him. This was
comparable to the TF scan pattern. The length of
his cane was the front and bottom side of the
template, which was displayed as a 0-degree
command line on the pilot’s radar indicator. As
the sightless man hastened his steps, he found it
necessary to scan farther out and stretch out his
arm. As the aircraft’s ground speed increased,
the front face of the template also moved out far-
ther ahead of the aircraft, thus paralleling its
original slope (fig. 8).

An elderly man, or one carrying a load on his
back, would concern himself with the incline of
the terrain ahead. The heavier his load, the gentler
the slope he would seek by tracing his cane closer
to the ground. In the case of the aircraft, its
climb performance varied with its gross weight;
therefore, the reference template steepened for
lighter and shallowed for heavier gross weights

(fig. 9).
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Figure 8. Zero Command Line (Source: 1st SOW, CTF Student
Study Guide, Hurlburt Field, Fla., 23 June 1991.)
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Figure 9. Template Shift Due to Gross Weight Changes
(Source: 1st SOW, CTF Student Study Guide, Hurlburt Field,
Fla., 23 June 1991.)

When a sightless man walked up an incline, he
slowed down some, and his scan pattern altered.
He searched more carefully farther out and also
closer in, actually touching the surface of the ter-
rain or obstacle. If an incline became too steep or
an obstacle too great, he would seek another path.
Keeping in mind that the template was his cane,
that his cane touched, not penetrated, the ground
and that this touch caused an alteration in his
cane motion, it could be deduced that the template
accomplished the same result. The template could
not be penetrated by a target (obstacle) as long as
the aircraft responded properly to the pitch bar
command issued to it by the computer. As the air-
craft’s pitch increased, the front face of the tem-
plate would shift closer to the aircraft as if the
obstacle was pushing on it. It would continue its
parallel shifting with each increase in the air-
craft’s pitch until the proper flight vector was at-
tained (the antenna scan pattern would remain
unchanged and boresighted to the horizon).

Parallel shifting of the front face would be ac
complished by a proportional angular shifting (up
tilting) of the bottom face. For each degree of
flight vector increase, the bottom face would tilt
up .7 degrees. This flight-vector template shift
would be quite noticeable on the pilot’s indicator
(fig. 10).

The reverse would be true when the aircraft
was descending, and the flight vector was nega-
tive. The front face would parallel shift away from
the aircraft, and the bottom face would down tilt
1.1 degrees for every one degree of flight vector
(fig. 11).

Figure 11. Template Shift Due to an Increase in Negative
Flight Vector (Source: 1st SOW, CTF Student Study Guide,
Hurlburt Field, Fla., 23 June 1991.)

The aircraft’s climb performance was related
to its true airspeed. An aircraft heading toward a
hill at 240 knots ground speed and 200 knots
true airspeed would approach the hill at the
same rate as one flying at 240 knots true air-
speed with O knots tailwind. The latter aircraft
would negotiate the climb with greater ease,
however, because of its greater momentum (Ki-
netic energy) through the air mass. Therefore,
the front-face template of the aircraft had to be
lowered when an aircraft experienced a tailwind
condition. This action caused the aircraft to begin
its climb a greater distance from the obstacle and
thus compensate for its relatively slower air-
speed. The front-face template was automatically
adjusted for up to 40 knots of tailwind at a cali-
brated rate of approximately .2 degree per 10
knots (fig. 12).

Finally, the TF template could be altered
manually by selecting different desired terrain
clearances. Set clearance altitude was the vertical
distance in feet from the radar to a point directly
under it. The template’s bottom face, even though
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Figure 10. Template Shift Due to an Increase in Flight Vector
(Source: 1st SOW, CTF Student Study Guide, Hurlburt Field,
Fla., 23 June 1991.)
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Figure 12. Template Shift Due to an Increase in Tailwind
(Source: 1st SOW, CTF Student Study Guide, Hurlburt Field,
Fla., 23 June 1991.)



it did not extend all the way to it, pivoted around
that point. The AN/APQ-115 had provisions for
three set clearances—250, 500, and 1,000 feet. Its
computer allowed any altitude to be selected be-
tween the preset clearances by rotating the clear-
ance select knob. For the AN/APQ-122 radar, four
set clearances were available—250, 500, 750, and
1,000 feet. On the APQ-122 radar, clearances
other than the four preset ones were not available
to the flight crew (fig. 13).
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Figure 13. Template Shift Due to A Change in Set Clearance
(Source: 1st SOW, CTF Student Study Guide, Hurlburt Field,
Fla., 23 June 1991.)

Two additional zones were incorporated into
the TF template and played a significant role
during TF operations. A blanking zone, which
extended in front of the aircraft 750 feet to
1,000 feet, had a two-fold purpose. First, it gave
the radar the necessary recovery time between
transmissions; and second, it cut out close-in
side lobe targets, which could cause erroneous
climb commands. A second zone, the obstacle-
warning zone, was an area within the template
that, when penetrated by an obstacle, triggered
a visual and an audible obstacle warning (figs.
14 and 15).
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Figure 14. Radar Blanking Zone (Source: 1st SOW, CTF
Student Study Guide, Hurlburt Field, Fla., 23 June 1991.)
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Figure 15. Obstacle Warning Template (Source: 1st SOW, CTF
Student Study Guide, Hurlburt Field, Fla., 23 June 1991.)

Terrain-Following Radar Operation

The pilot was the primary controller of the terrain-
following radar. He was the only one who could
select the terrain-following or terrain-avoidance
modes, thus overriding selections made by the
right navigator. With the pilot’s selector switch
in the MAP mode, the right navigator controlled
operating modes on all three indicators. By mov-
ing his selector switch from MAP to TA, TF, or
cross scan (CS), the pilot routed X band radio fre-
guency energy to the TF antenna and, on pre-
MOD-90 aircraft, controlled the modes of his and
the left navigator’s indicators, with only one ex-
ception. The E squared presentation of the TF
mode was not available to the left navigator.
Therefore, whenever the pilot was in this mode,
the left navigator’s indicator displayed the KA
band precision ground mapping (PGM) mode,
provided that the mode was selected by the right
navigator. The right navigator could not display
TF, TA, and CS modes on his indicator and was
limited to the KA band’s PGM as long as the X
band was being controlled by the pilot. As part of
the MOD-90 upgrade in the late 1980s, both the
left and right navigators were given increased ca-
pability to view the selected TFR presentation
concurrently with the pilot. During TF flights
both frequency bands could be employed, each
transmitting from a different antenna. The pilot
would normally monitor the E squared presenta-
tion* on his indicator, the left navigator would
monitor TA presentation, and the right navigator
would provide navigational information from the
precision ground mapping display (fig. 16).

*In radar terminology, the E scan represents the vertical sweep of the antenna (up and down), and the left and right sweep is the range. For
Combat Talonapplication, the range was originally “exponential,” thus the E squared designation. Later modifications to the radar included digital
scanner converter (DSC) TF display, which was actually an E scan, but the range was logarithmic.
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Figure 16. Terrain-Avoidance Mode (Source: 1st SOW, CTF
Student Study Guide, Hurlburt Field, Fla., 23 June 1991.)

The TA mode was selected when the crew de-
sired to minimize aircraft exposure to enemy
threats by flying around mountain peaks and
ridgelines instead of flying over them. The mode
had inherent limitations and had to be employed
with a great degree of caution and skill. The TA
mode did not generate climb or dive commands
and did not display terrain that was below the
aircraft’s true horizon. Therefore, this mode could
not be relied upon during descents, especially
when flying over unfamiliar terrain. TA opera-
tion was very carefully planned, and the naviga-
tors kept close track of the aircraft’s geographical
position by continuously monitoring terrain ele-
vation, pressure altitude, and terrain clearances
measured by the radio and radar altimeters. The
TA mode could also be utilized quite effectively
during weather penetrations even though the X
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band weather mode was designed specifically for
that purpose. By occasionally switching to the TA
mode, the pilot and the left navigator could posi-
tively identify terrain that was at or above the
aircraft’sflight level.

In the TA mode the antenna sweep was 45 de-
grees left and right, and the indicators normally
displayed a 90-degree offset sector sweep with the
aircraft’s track at the top of the scope. A variable-
range control was available for expanding or com-
pressing the radar display. A fixed, dotted range
marker at 17 nautical miles (NM) served as the
TA video test pulse on the AN/APQ-122 radar.
On the AN/APQ-115, atest pulse dot was visible
in the upper right-hand corner of the radar
screen. In the TA mode both radar operated as
forward-looking radar; therefore, it was essen-
tial that their antenna scans were drift ori-
ented. Mechanical mounting permitted the an-
tenna to compensate for only plus or minus 10
degrees of drift (+ or —25 degrees in CS). If
these limits were exceeded, the TF ANT-FAIL
light would illuminate on the radar control
panel, and the top of the screen displayed the
aircraft’s true heading (fig. 17).

The TF mode of operation could be used for
manual or automatic low-level flights at altitudes
ranging from 250 to 1,000 feet, dependent upon
whether using the AN/APQ-115 or the AN/APQ-
122. In the TF mode the antenna scanned a very
narrow vertical, rectangular box pattern. This
scan pattern was drift oriented so that it covered
only the terrain along the aircraft’s projected
track. Radar target data obtained from the scan
was processed with various aircraft performance
outputs in the TF computer, thus generating appro-
priate pitch bar climb or dive commands necessary
to maintain desired AGL altitudes. In addition to
the pitch bar commands, the radar produced E
squared video depicting a vertical cross section of
terrain and programmed command line parameters.
Scope depiction on the AN/APQ-115 differed from
that of the AN/APQ-122. On the AN/APQ-115
scope, one mile was halfway from the left edge
to the right edge (halfway across the scope),
and two miles was halfway from one mile to the
right edge or three-fourths of the way across
the display. Three miles was halfway from two
miles to the right edge. The net effect was to
squeeze t he range presentation down past three
miles out to the limit of the radar. For the
AN/APQ-122, almost 13 miles of range was dis-
played on an exponential scale with vertical range
markers at one, two, three, and four miles. The
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Figure 17. Terrain-Following Mode (Source: 1st SOW, CTF Student Study Guide, Hurlburt Field,

Fla., 23 June 1991.)

vertical range markers were displayed across the
face of the scope, and the distance between each
was exponential and resembled the older AN/
APQ-115 display. The zero command line (or TF
template) was nearly identical for both radars,
varying its shape with different in-flight condi-
tions. A thorough understanding of the zero com-
mand line and its relationship to the video display
was essential for the pilot to analyze TFR per-
formance.

Over level terrain, video—commonly called
grass—would hug the bottom face of the com-
mand line up to the break point. On hill climbs
the front face of the template would make the
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initial engagement with the obstacle. As the pilot
responded to the resultant climb command, the
zero command line would appear to resist video
penetration and, as a soft flexible spaghetti, would
push back in the direction of the aircraft and bulge
up and round out toward the upper left-hand cor-
ner of the E squared display. The bulging and
shifting would continue with pitch increases until
the aircraft attained the necessary flight vector for
clearing the obstacle at the desired set clearance.
Optimum climb flight vectors were related to air-
craft gross weights. For this reason, a different
front-face command line sloping was programmed
for each gross-weight setting. Since the front face
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of the command line receded and the bottom face
increased its slope angle (bulges on the E
square), the optimum flight vector could be ex-
ceeded without causing target penetration of the
command line. Thus, a heavy aircraft, one weigh-
ing 135,000 pounds and whose optimum flight
vector was 3.8 degrees, would receive, if neces-
sary, a pitch command that could double the opti-
mum flight vector.

In a dive the command line would react in the
opposite direction. The front-face bulge would lit-
erally drop out and down toward the bottom of the
E squared as if it were eager to meet new video.
Because the display was exponentially scaled, the
grass accelerated as it slid along the zero com-
mand line toward the aircraft.

A satisfactory TFR would maintain terrain
clearances within + or — (10 percent of set clear-
ance + 50 feet) over level terrain and at or above
70 percent of set clearance over hilly terrain.
Clearances were checked by radar altimeters, and
substandard performance could normally be iden-
tified visually on the E squared presentation.
Over level terrain the grass would hug the bottom
face of the command line. Grass penetration of
the command line normally occurred during
lower-than-desired terrain clearances, whereas
grass/command line separation was indicative of
higher-than-programmed altitudes. The most
common cause of terrain clearance problems was
found in antenna stabilization. For this reason a
“dual-angle indicator” mounted on the navigator’s
panel was frequently monitored during level por-
tions of flight to determine the most reliable pitch
angle input.

Occasionally, the aircraft might encounter an
obstacle that it could not clear safely. For that
reason a distinct obstacle warning (OW) zone was
built into the TF template. Any obstacle that
penetrated its parameters would trigger a full fly
up and sound a beeping warning horn. This
would rarely occur on a well-planned route with
the aircraft flying a constant heading. The pilot,
who was monitoring his E squared presentation,
could see the obstacle penetrating the zero com-
mand line prior to its reaching the OW zone.
Most frequent OW alarms were sounded by
other aircraft flying through the OW portion of
the TF scan or by hilly terrain that entered the
OW area sideways during turning maneuvers or
on-course corrections. Whenever an unplanned
OW occurred, an immediate climb command
was displayed on the ADI, and an immediate
corrective evasive action was initiated. Evasive
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action included application of maximum climb
power, initiation of a climb, and a turn in the
direction of lower terrain or in the direction pro-
vided by the navigator.

On occasions, TF flight was conducted over
water, snow, sand, and other surfaces that did
not reflect radio frequency energy, including
very smooth and level terrain. Under these con -
ditions radar echoes were of insufficient strength
to produce video and generate necessary climb
commands. To avoid a disastrous dive command
into earth’s surface, the system was programmed
to switch to radar altimeter operation whenever
the TFR commanded a dive below desired clear-
ance altitude, and there was no visible grass in
the two well-defined altimeter override inhibit
zones located within the template. While oper-
ating on altimeter override, the system’s per-
formance tolerances were the same as for level
terrain.

The cross-scan mode of operation combined the
features of TA and TF and was the mode most
frequently employed during terrain-following
flights. In this mode the antenna alternated be-
tween horizontal and vertical scans, providing
either TF or TA video to the pilot’s indicator
and TA video to the left navigator’'s indicator.
Because of alternating scans, there was a pause
in the TF display during the TA antenna sweep
and visa versa. This video pause did not affect
continuous command input to the pitch bar. To
keep the time interval between successive TF
sweeps at a minimum, the horizontal-scan azi-
muth was reduced to + or —20 degrees. Even
though this TA azimuth reduced the coverage of
the normal TA mode by more than one-half, the
compromise gave the left navigator sufficient
sector scan to monitor above flight-level obstacles
during terrain-following operations. TA moni-
toring was also available to the pilot who could
select either E squared or TA video by flipping a
toggle switch (fig. 18).

During all TF turns, the scan pattern pro-
vided climb and dive commands based on ter-
rain that passed laterally across the aircraft’s
nose. Those commands could change rapidly,
with changing terrain profile, from climb to dive
and back again until the aircraft was firmly es-
tablished on its new course. For this reason de-
scending turns were never made during terrain
following. A turn was made either level or
climbing, provided the pitch bar commanded a
climb. A dive command on the pitch bar would be
ignored even when flying over water on altimeter
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Figure 18. Cross-Scan Mode (Source: 1st SOW, CTF Student Study Guide, Hurlburt Field,

Fla., 23 June 1991.)

override. During maxi mum bank angle turns, ra-
dar altimeters were likely to indicate greater-
than-actual altitudes and command a dive.

The AN/APQ-122 had a sophisticated fail-safe
circuitry that monitored the system’s perform-
ance and warned its operators when dangerous
(safety of flight) or substandard operating condi -
tions developed. The logic of the fail system was
such that fail signals were displayed in front of
the operator who was most concerned. Thus,
most fail indicators were presented on the pilot’s
indicator. Somewhat fewer fails were indicated
on the left navigator’s indicator and none on the
right navigator’s indicator. The right navigator,
however, could monitor the fail displays of the
KA band, X band, and antenna controls. All fail
monitoring lights were duplicated on the mainte-
nance panel, which was monitored by the left
navigator (fig. 19).
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Throughout Combat Talon’s existence, the TFR
performed well. It provided a capability that en-
abled the crew to accomplish its low-level mission
during adverse weather conditions and allowed
the aircraft to fly beneath the lethal range of most
known threats. Two aircraft losses—one in 1967
and one in 1981—were partially attributed to
either TFR design or to operator error. In both
instances, however, all flight deck crew members
perished in the resultant crash, thus leaving it to
accident investigators to determine the cause.
The 1967 crash occurred in North Vietnam dur-
ing the SEA war and was never investigated to
determine its exact cause. The 1981 crash was
over open water and limited aircraft wreckage
was recovered. Investigators suspected that a
malfunction occurred in the radar altimeter over-
ride system. Operators continue to rely on the
TFR for their worldwide low-level mission and
express confidence in the system’s reliability.
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Figure 19. Fail Light Maintenance Panel (Source: 1st SOW,
CTF Student Study Guide, Hurlburt Field, Fla., 23 June 1991.)

The Electronic
Counter measur e Suite

The primary defensive tactic for Combat Talon
was to fly beneath radar coverage and under the
lethal range of enemy threat. The original Com-
bat Talon was equipped with the AN/APQ-115
TF/TA radar, which allowed the aircraft to fly as
low as 250 feet above the ground. At this altitude
enemy systems faced in the 1960s and 1970s did
not pose a great threat to the aircraft. But the
aircraft could not always operate at 250 feet. Al-
though the system was designed to operate in ad-
verse weather conditions, the radar was limited to
the amount of precipitation it could penetrate be-
fore commanding a fly up on the pitch bar. Once a
fly up was displayed, the pilot had no choice but
to climb to an altitude that would ensure terrain
clearance, thus putting the aircraft into a higher
threat envelope. Also, the TF/TA radar dampened
out climbs and dives and thus varied the actual
altitude above the ground. The system would fly a
set clearance over level terrain, but in mountains
the radar would command a climb prior to reach-
ing an obstacle and would maintain an altitude
above set clearance from that point until clearing
the mountain or ridgeline. Similarly, in descents
the aircraft would descend at a rate slightly less
than that of the terrain, thus resulting in an alti-
tude higher than the detent selected.

Various airdrops also required altitudes above
the minimum set clearance for TF flight. For ex-
ample, static line personnel drops required an al-
titude ranging from 800 to 1,500 feet above the
ground, depending on the type of parachute used
by the jumpers. High-altitude low-opening (HALO)
and PSYOP/leaflet drops were conducted up to
25,000 feet and higher. The Fulton STARS was
typically conducted at 425 feet altitude. Thus, to
perform the air-drop mission, the aircraft often
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exceeded its minimum TF altitude when it was
threatened by enemy missiles, antiaircraft artil-
lery (AAA), and airborne interceptor aircraft.

To combat the threat, ECM equipment was in-
stalled on the Combat Talon to enable the crew to
detect the threat and to take appropriate action to
evade it. ECM equipment was operated by a spe-
cially trained navigator designated as the elec-
tronic warfare officer (EWO). In addition to the
capacity to detect a threat to the aircraft, the EWO
had a limited capacity to confuse, decoy, or other-
wise neutralize whatever threat his warning re-
ceiversidentified.

Early Combat Talons were equipped with first-
generation equipment that was marginally effec-
tive in detecting and neutralizing enemy threats.
When aircraft 62-1843 and 63-7785 were modified
under the Thin Slice program (beginning in Sep-
tember 1964), ECM equipment was included in
the basic modification. The AN/APR-25/26 pro-
vided radar warning to the crew, and the Buster-41
and Buster-61 systems provided repeater/jammer
capability. The ALE-27 chaff dispenser was in-
stalled to provide the EWO the ability to decoy cer-
tain enemy threats.’® When Project Stray Goose
began in 1965, the ECM suite designed for the
Thin Slice aircraft was improved and installed on
the 14 new aircraft.

For Combat Talon, the Buster-41 repeater/
jammer was improved and redesignated the Sys-
tem 50, while the Buster-61 was also improved and
redesignated the System 60. Both the APR-25/26
radar-warning receiver and the ALE-27 chaff-
dispenser system were also installed on Combat
Talon. The EWO, sitting beside the radio operator
(RO), employed the EW systems from a workstation
located in the cargo compartment of the aircraft.
When the aircraft were modified under the MOD-70
program, the EWO/RO crew station was expanded
into a full console that remained a part of the air-
craft from that time forward. With the addition of
the ECM suite on Combat Talon, the overall clas-
sification of the aircraft was raised to Secret. So
closely held was the EW capability on early Tal-
ons that the EWO was not listed as a separate
crew position. Rather, the EWO was referred to as
the third navigator on the crew.

The MOD-70 update provided some increased
ECM capability for the early Combat Talons. Sys-
tems 50/60 were replaced by the TRIM 7 and
TRIM 9 systems, which were modified for Combat
Talon from existing aircraft programs. The TRIM
7 and TRIM 9 were redesignated System 55 and
System 65, respectively, and were installed on the



Y ank aircraft operating in the Pacific. For the re-
maining 10 Clamp aircraft, System 65 and Sys-
tem 66 were installed. Later modifications added
the System 66 to the four Yank aircraft along with
the System 56 self-protection system.* The ALE-27
chaff dispenser was retained for the Combat Talon
fleet. Pacific Combat Spear aircraft faced a differ-
ent array of threats from those in Europe, thus
requiring a different ECM suite. US-based aircraft
assigned to TAC, although tasked to support both
theaters, were generally configured the same as
the European Combat Talons. Thus, over time,
two distinct aircraft developed—four Combat
Spear aircraft configured for the Pacific and the
remaining 10 Combat Arrow/Combat Knife air-
craft primarily configured for Europe. In 1978 the
four European Combat Arrow Talons were further
modified with the European EW configuration, ef-
fectively creating three distinct sets of aircraft
(four Pacific Yanks, six US-based Clamps, and
four European E-modified Clamps). The differ-
ences in US- and overseas-modified aircraft com-
plicated the training of new EWOs, since the Com-
bat Talon School flew aircraft different from the
ones found in the two overseas units.

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, improve-
ments were made in the basic EW systems, but no
major advancements were seen until 1978, when
the four European Clamp-configured aircraft re-
ceived the E modification. For this update the
older System 65 was replaced with the ALQ-117,
and a panoramic receiver (the WJ-1840) was
added. An additional system that greatly in-
creased the aircraft’s stand-off jammer capability
was provided with the installation of the ALQ-
155. The added jamming equipment came at a
considerable cost to the overall performance of
the aircraft, adding more than 5,000 pounds to
an already heavy aircraft and limiting the air-
craft’s ability to operate on unimproved runways
due to the large bathtub installed in the belly of
the aircraft to protect the system’s transmit/receive
antennas.** When USAF procured the Compass
Call weapons system in the late 1980s, the stand-
off jamming capability provided by the Combat
Arrow aircraft equipped with the ALQ-155 sys-
tem was no longer required. MOD-90removed the

THE COMBAT TALON WEAPONS SYSTEM

equipment and standardized the Combat Talon
fleet.

In the late 1980s Combat Talons began another
modification program that was identified as MOD-
90. Phase | of the MOD-90 program concentrated
on improved navigation and radar performance
and was known as SOF-I. Later phases of MOD-90
saw extensive upgrades to the EW suite. Because
of MOD-90, the following standardized EW suite
was installed on all 14 Combat Talonaircraft, thus
bringing the weapons system to the age of modern
electronic warfare. The following is a list of MOD-
90 electronic warfare equipment:

APR-46A WJ-1840 Panoramic Receiver (to allow
EWO to monitor the threat environment)
QRC-84-05 Radar Warning Receiver
ALR-69 Radar Warning Receiver
ALQ-172 Repeater/Jammer
ALQ-196 Repeater/Jammer
QRC 84-02A IRCM (infrared countermeasures) Pods
ALE-40 Flare and Chaff dispensers,
30 rounds each
AAR-44 Infrared Missile Alert Warning System66

The Combat Talon of the 1990s proved to be
an extremely capable weapons system with the
addition of the sophisticated MOD-90 ECM
suite. The best defense employed by the Combat
Talon, however, remained the same as in early
days—avoid the threat by planning around it,
but if the mission required the aircraft to fly
through the threat, fly low and use terrain-
avoidance/terrain-masking techniques to defeat
the threat. The crew relied on the EWO and the
EW system for protection if detected by an enemy
threat. The EWO remained the primary crew
member around which the EW system was built
and was the key crew position responsible for
the aircraft’s defense.

Major Follow-On
Modificationsto Combat Talon

The Combat Talon weapons system, from its
initial concept to the present day, was a system
in transition. As a new capability was fielded,
other, more sophisticated systems were being de-
veloped to improve the overall capability of the
aircraft. Three major modifications were made to

*The System 56 was a multimode ECM system that was geographically oriented towards Pacific threats. It covered |obe-on-receiver-only
(LORO), conical-rotating-threat-antenna (CONSCAN), and track-while-scan (TWS) radar, with a low-frequency band for known AAA threats.
System 66 was added to all Combat Talons to cover threats with swept-tracking frequencies, such as the US-made Hawk surface-to-air missile.

(The Hawk had been sold to Iran and to other overseas customers.)

**The E requirement for the European Combat Talon was established by USAFE and was procured in lieu of the universal aerial refueling
receptacle/slipway installation (UARRSI) in-flight refueling (IFR) modification, which was installed on both PACAF and TAC Combat Talons The
inability to refuel the European Talons, coupled with their increased weight and decreased short-field landing capabilities, resulted in the 7th SOS
(that operated the aircraft in Europe) being eliminated from the 1980 Iranian rescue mission.
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the original Combat Talon aircraft that signifi-
cantly increased its capability—high-speed low-
level aerial delivery system for airdrops up to 250
knots indicated airspeed, the universal aerial re-
fueling receptacle/slipway installation that al-
lowed the aircraft to be refueled while airborne,
and the helicopter aerial refueling installation
that gave the Combat Talon the capability to re-
fuel helicopters while airborne.

High-Speed L ow-L evel
Aerial Delivery System

From the days of the Carpetbaggers of World
War I, unconventional warfare forces identified
a need to deliver supplies to friendly forces
without the requirement to decrease speed for
the airdrop. Low-level routes in the C-130 were
normally flown between 230 to 240 knots
ground speed, with their ramp and door opening
limited to 150 knots. Thus, for those missions
requiring opening of the ramp or main cargo
door, a slowdown was required to get below the
150-knot limit. In sophisticated radar environ -
ments employed after WWII, the slowdown ma-
neuver could be detected, thus compromising
the drop zone and perhaps the team on the
ground. By the late 1960s a high-speed drop
system for the C-130 had been developed that
allowed ramp and door opening at airspeeds up
to 250 knots.

The new system was designated the HSLLAD S.
Structural modifications to the C-130 aft-area
fuselage, cargo door, and ramp were required to
prevent twisting of the empennage section and
to protect the aft door during its operation. In
addition, a second cargo door hydraulic actuat-
ing cylinder and uplock were added along with
electrical circuitry modifications to the door and
ramp systems. The electrical change allowed
the ramp to open approximately 19 inches be-
fore any movement of the door. The ramp thus
deflected airflow away from the cargo door as its
locks were released, thus allowing the door to
smoothly transition to the up and locked posi-
tion. Ramp air deflectors, or buffer boards,
which were developed for the Fulton STARS,
were installed on the ramp to reduce air turbu-
lence in the aft ramp area.?”

HSLLADS was first flight-tested in 1967 by the
Air Force Flight Test Center (AFFTC) under project
directive no. 67-116. During the test, five para-
chute systems were evaluated utilizing parachute-
extracted loads varying from 250 to 2,200 pounds and
at airspeeds up to 250 knots. Satisfactory results

were obtained; however, further testing was rec-
ommended to develop an ejection system that
would provide a consistent load trajectory and
eliminate the need for an extraction parachute.
The parachute-extraction method of load deliv-
ery resulted in somewhat erratic drop scores
due to varying load exit times. In conjunction
with the initial testing of the system, a gravity-
stabilized optical-sighting device was also devel-
oped to determine the timing distance for visual
releases.®®

The four Heavy Chain aircraft (62-1843, 63-
7785, 64-0564, and 64-0565), flown by the 1198th
Operational Evaluation and Training Squadron,
were the first aircraft to be modified with
HSLLADS (May-December 1968). To eliminate
the inconsistency experienced by the AFFTC utiliz-
ing parachute extracted drops, the squadron de-
veloped the sling ejection system (SEDS) (fig. 20).
The SEDS was a load-egjection system designed to
rapidly and consistently release loads up to a
maximum weight of 2,200 pounds.%®
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Figure 20. Components of the Sling Ejection System
(Source: Operational Test and Evaluation Final Report, March
1974))

The SEDS was composed of a bungee sling
attached to the airframe and an MA-4A bomb-
release mechanism wired through the aircraft
aerial delivery system (fig. 21). The sighting de-
vice developed during the test center’s initial test
was equipped with a recticle that was set at a
fixed depression angle of 18.45 degrees. This al-
lowed the absolute altitude in feet to be expressed
directly as a timing distance in yards from the
point of impact. The sight was stabilized by a
weight and ball joint and was mounted in the co-
pilot or pilot’s C-4 light mount.”
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Figure 21. SEDS Plan View (Source: TAC Project 73A-079T,
March 1974.)

The 1198th experienced excellent results with
the SEDS and successfully employed the system
operationally until the unit was disbanded in 1972.
When plans were finalized for the Combat Talon
MOD-70 program, HSLLADS was incorporated into
the modification. From 1970 to 1972 the 12 C-
130E(l) Combat Talons underwent MOD-70 up-
grade, which included HSLLADS, as they cycled
through LAS Ontario for their scheduled pro-
grammed depot maintenance (PDM). The
HSLLADS, utilizing parachute extracted loads, was
employed by Combat Talon units through 1973. Be-
cause the SEDS was never formally tested,
USAF/X0OO0SO, in a 15 June 1973 letter to Tactical
Air Command (TAC), directed a second OT&E be
conducted on the HSLLADS utilizing the SEDS
gjection system. The second OT&E was conducted
by the USAF Tactical Air Warfare Center (TAWC)
at Eglin AFB, Florida, under TAC Project Order
73A-079T. The project manager was Lt Col Irl L.
Franklin, who was assigned to TAWC/TEL. The in-
clusive dates of the test were from 10 August to 25
October 1973.7%

The new test expanded the earlier OT&E con-
ducted by the AFFTC. The stated purpose of the
second test was to determine the operational suit-
ability and capability of the HSLLADS to satisfy
Combat Talon unconventional warfare require-
ments. The TAC project included the evaluation of
standard parachutes, containers, and the gravity-
stabilized optical sight. The HSLLADS was evalu-
ated on the Combat Talon at airspeeds up to 250
knots with the ramp and door open and with load
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weights from 250 to 2,200 pounds utilizing the
SEDS. During the course of the OT&E, 217 bundles
were air-dropped. The parachutes evaluated were
the T-10, G-14, G-12D, 15-foot ring slot, 22-foot ring
slot, 28-foot ring slot, and 68-inch pilot parachutes.
The containers evaluated included the A-7A, A-21,
and A-22.72

The HSLLADS demonstrated satisfactory op-
erational suitability to air-drop two A-22 (1,000
pounds each) or six A-21 (250 pounds each) con-
tainers and single containers weighing from 250
to 2,200 pounds each at 250 knots indicated air-
speed. Unacceptable damage occurred to the T-10,
G-14, and 68-inch pilot parachutes and to the A-
7A container. Consequently, these items were
deemed unacceptable for HSLLADS use. Each
load weight was air-dropped at various altitudes,
and a minimum effective altitude was established
for each: 250- and 500-pound loads at 250 feet;
1,000- and 1,500-pound loads at 500 feet; and
2,000- and 2,200-pound loads at 750 feet. During
the course of the test, aircrew and rigging proce-
dures were developed, and existing procedures
were refined for the HSLLADS. The gravity sta-
bilized optical sight was found to be an acceptable
backup air-droppable method for HSLLADS, pro-
vided visual contact with the drop zone was main-
tained. The 15-foot ring slot, 22-foot ring slot, 28-
foot ring slot, and G-12D parachute used with the
A-21 and A-22 containers were recommended for
use with HSLLADS.?

The second OT&E validated the use of the
SEDS with HSLLADS for Combat Talon and pro-
vided recommendations to improve the system
further. During the course of the OT&E, a short -
fall in measuring the tension of the bungee, and
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Photo courtesy of TAC Project

SEDS sling assembly, ramp up. SEDS sling assembly
rigged on Combat Talon aircraft.
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Photo courtesy of TAC Project

SEDS sling assembly, ramp down. With ramp in open
position, SEDS sling assembly isarmed with tension on
the bungee cord.

Photo courtesy of John R. Lewis

Air deflectorswere installed on theramp to reduce tur-
bulent airflow during HSLLADS operations.

subsequently adjusting the tension to a predeter-
mined setting, was identified. As a result the for-
mal test report recommended that provisions be
made to correct the shortfall. Also, the final report
recommended that an aerodynamically stable con-
tainer and a stronger parachute be developed to
improve the system. As a result of the test, the
SEDS-augmented HSLLADS was formally
adopted for Combat Talon, and the procedures and
parachute ballistics developed during the test were
incorporated into Combat Talon manuals.”* The
system proved so successful that when Combat
Talon Il began development in the early 1980s,
HSLLADS was a baseline system requirement for
the new aircraft.
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The Universal Aerial Refueling
Receptacle/Slipway I nstallation

Low-visibility, long-range operations were the
centerpiece capability for Combat Talon from itsin-
ception. By the mid-1970s, with the rise of terrorism
throughout the world, operations requiring an inter-
mediate stop for fuel became increasingly more dif-
ficult. The reluctance of world governments to di-
rectly assist the United States during a covert or
low-visibility mission increased as states supporting
international terrorism gained the capability to
strike at those governments assisting the United
States. The C-130 aircraft carried enough fuel for
approximately 10 hours of continuous flight. For a
mission requiring ingress to and egress from an ob-
jective area, this range equated to approximately
1,250 miles each way. Many potential trouble spots
around the world were outside the 1,250-mile range
of US territory, thus requiring either in-flight refu-
eling or an intermediate refueling stop in another
country to reach them. For operational missions,
even friendly nations were sometimes reluctant to
provide direct assistance for fear of reprisals. Addi-
tionally, the Combat Spear unit, operating out of
Kadena AB, Okinawa, had long sought the aerial
refueling capability due to the distances involved in
operating in the Pacific. As a result, Pacific Air
Forces (PACAF) took the lead in establishing the
requirement for in-flight refueling capability for its
four assigned Combat Talon aircraft. TAC was also
interested in the capability since its stateside Com -
bat Knife unit, the 8th SOS, had augmentation re-
sponsibilities for the Pacific Combat Spear unit and
had a growing role in combating world terrorism.
Since 1973 all four Combat Spear-assigned aircraft
had previously been in the Heavy Chain program
and had the more powerful Allison T-56-A-15 en-
gines installed. The 8th SOS aircraft, however,
along with those of the 7th SOS in Europe, were
fitted with the standard C-130E T-56-A-7 engine.
The cost to convert the four PACAF aircraft already
equipped with the Dash-15 engines was consider -
ably less than those requiring upgrade from the less
powerful Dash-7s.

On 4 August 1976 the US Air Force placed LAS
Ontario on contract to develop an in-flight refueling
capability for the Combat Talon. The project re-
quired the design and installation of a covert (as
viewed during ground operations) refueling capa-
bility that was compatible with the KC-135 boom
refueling system.” LAS Ontario engineers designed
the universal aerial refueling receptacle/slipway
installation and first installed it on Combat Talon
aircraft 64-0564 in late 1976 (fig. 22).



Figure 22. Forward Fuselage—Upper Structure with UARRSI
Opening (Source: lllustration provided by Detachment 4, 645th
MAS, Palmdale, Calif.)

The UARRSI unit was flush mounted in the
aircraft’s fuselage above the flight deck, with
the front edge located at fuselage station 165
(fig. 23). It was installed in a pressure box to
separate it from the crew compartment. The
system also included the following components:
a fuel line, running from the UARRSI aft to the
refueling manifold; specially designed fuel tank
shutoff valves; changes in the SPR system; and
an in-flight refueling control panel installed on
the aft face of the overhead control panel. To
refuel the Combat Talon while airborne, a boom-
configured tanker aircraft pumped fuel through
the UARRSI by way of the fuel line, through a
surge control and aerial refuel valve, to the
wing spar area. From the spar area, fuel flowed
into the dump/refuel manifold by way of a fit-
ting located in the center dry bay. Once fuel
was introduced into the single-point refueling
(SPR) system, it flowed into the tanks the same
as when refueling the aircraft while on the
ground. Tank shutoff valves were installed in
each wing that allowed the tanks to receive a
full fuel load before automatic shutoff. The
added valves were necessary because the out-
board portion of the wings were at a higher alti-
tude during flight than when on the ground.
Without them, the tanks could not be filled to
capacity.”®

The UARRSI door-control handle was located
aft of the in-flight refueling control panel. The
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Figure 23. UARRSI Installed on Combat Talon (Source: LTM
1MC-130E-1, 1 October 1981, Combat Talon Archive, HQ
AFSOC/HO, Hurlburt Field, Fla.)

T-handle was used to open and close the recep-
tacle slipway door. Hydraulic pressure was re-
quired to close the door but not to open it, thus
ensuring access to the refueling line located in the
rear of the UARRSI unit even without hydraulic
pressure. The door provided a slipway for the
boom when opened, and position indicators noti-
fied the crew of door status. Line and sump drain
pumps were installed in the refueling line. The
line drain pumped residual fuel from the SPR
manifold into the no. 3 tank, which took approxi-
mately eight to 10 minutes. The sump drain
pumped any remaining trace fuel overboard, thus
clearing the lines of all fuel.””

With the initial UARRSI modification com-
plete on aircraft 64-0564, a formal evaluation of
the new system was conducted between 22 and
28 January 1977. A total of six flights was com-
pleted at Edwards AFB, California, and was
supported by LAS Ontario technicians and crew
members from the 1st SOS. The AFFTC was
responsible for the overall conduct of the evalua-
tion. AFFTC provided the test pilots, Maj Paul
R. Stephen and Maj Bruce J. Hinds Jr., and the
navigator, Maj James C. Freeman, to fly the
Combat Talon during the evaluation. In addi-
tion to AFFTC test crew members, the 1st SOS
provided a fully qualified Combat Talon crew to
assist test personnel and to gain training on the
new capability.

The six flights consisted of five day missions
and one night mission. The first two day mis-
sions concentrated on rendezvous procedures
with the KC-135 tanker, C-130 handling qualities
from precontact to contact, the aerial refueling
disconnect envelope, fuel transfer, and surge
pressure evaluation. The second flight also in-
cluded emergency boom latching and stiff-boom
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refueling. The third flight evaluated the Combat
Talon during engine-out operations and tested
the pilot’s ability to remain in the contact posi-
tion without the KC-135 flying on autopilot.
During the fourth flight, heavy KC-135 and
Combat Talon operations were evaluated along
with toboggan procedures. (Toboggan was a ma-
neuver whereby the KC-135 established a shal-
low descent while the Combat Talon refueled.
The maneuver provided the Combat Talon the
ability to remain in the contact position onload-
ing fuel up to its maximum gross weight.) The
fifth flight concentrated on night refueling pro-
cedures and the sixth on 60,000-pound top-off
capability. For the fourth, fifth, and sixth
flights, PACAF and Air Force Logistics Com-
mand (AFLC) crew members assigned to On-
tario, California, received training on in-flight
refueling procedures.™

The UARRSI system performed exception-
ally well throughout the evaluation. Primary
crew members submitted comment worksheets
to the test director after each flight. The pilot
noted excellent visibility during all portions of
the rendezvous and aerial refueling operation.
Aerial refueling director lights were in full
view day or night. For the approach to precon -
tact, precontact to contact, and the contact po-
sition, flying qualities of the C-130E(l) were
good. Power response was noted as adequate,
but aircraft separation was immediate when
power was reduced. The breakaway maneuver
was excellent in that the aircraft stayed be-
hind and below the tanker, and the copilot or
flight engineer could remain in visible contact
with the tanker through the upper windows.
No abnormal noise levels were noted in the
cockpit. The position of the pilot’s aerial refuel -
ing status lights was noted as satisfactory, but
the original lighting scheme (black lenses with
transparent letters) was deemed unsatisfac-
tory because the pilot was required to move
his head to see the lights. This practice could
cause disorientation during night or marginal
weather refueling operations. Lenses were re-
placed with transparent ones that were more
easily seen by the pilot. Some pilots believed
that the autopilot/aerial-refueling disconnect
switch located on the yoke was too short, and
they occasionally fumbled to find the switch. A
section of the guard closest to the pilot was rec-
ommended to be removed to expose more of the
switch. The overall pilot evaluation concluded
that the Combat Talon had satisfactory flying
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qualities as a receiver during aerial refueling op-
erations with the KC-135. The pilot workload
was judged to be less than that of a B-52, C-5,
or receiver C-135 aircraft.”™

During the tests the flight engineer con-
cluded that the aerial-refueling control panel
functioned well throughout all phases of opera-
tion. Labeling and switchology were excellent.
The controls allowed for operation of the aerial-
refueling system for refueling, fuel transfer (us-
ing the dump-pump switches located on the
overhead panel), and manifold drain operation.
The controls provided the capability for using
main-tank dump pumps to supply fuel for en-
gine operation in the event of a main-tank
pump failure.®

Navigator comments centered mainly around
rendezvous procedures developed to enable the
tanker and receiver aircraft to join up for the
refueling operation. The maneuver was identi-
fied as a point parallel rendezvous with the
tanker at an altitude from 12,000 to 14,000 feet
and the Combat Talon 1,000 feet below the
tanker. The two aircraft approached each other
head on, with the tanker maintaining an air-
speed of 255 KIAS, and the receiver maintain-
ing 250 KIAS with 1,000-feet altitude separa-
tion. The tanker would fly an offset of 4.5 NMs
and would begin the turn 12 NMs from the re-
ceiver. Using the point-parallel procedure, the
tanker would roll out approximately three miles
in front of the receiver, 1,000 feet above the re-
ceiver’'s altitude, and at an airspeed of 210 KIAS
(fig. 24). The Combat Talon would then depart
its assigned altitude and overtake the tanker,
stabilizing at the precontact position® With the
system validated, all that remained was to fly
an operational mission utilizing the in-flight re-
fueling capability.

What came to be known as the Special Opera-
tions Aerial Refueling and Sea, Air, Land
(SEAL) support mission launched from Edwards
AFB for Clark AB, Philippines, with three refu -
elings scheduled and an airdrop of 17 SEAL per-
sonnel on Luzon prior to mission termination.
The mission took 27.8 hours, which at the time
was by far the longest C-130 flight yet recorded.
The first two refuelings provided full main
tanks in the Combat Talon before the KC-135
pumps shut off; however, the external tanks
would only fill to within 1,500 pounds of capacity.
The totalizer for all tanks together indicated
slightly above 56,000 pounds. Only after slow-
ing to 160 KIAS could the flight engineer transfer
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Figure 24. Typical Point-Parallel Procedure (Source: TO 1-1C-

KC-10,” 1 February 1977.)

fuel from the main tanks into the externals to get
a full external tank indication. Because of the
inability to fuel the external tanks fully while
connected to the tanker, operators were advised
to plan for a total fuel quantity of 56,000 pounds
after refueling. The point-parallel rendezvous
procedure was used during two rejoins using the
briefed 12 NM turn range and approximately 4.5
NM offset. The procedure worked perfectly, and
it was recommended for use throughout the Com-
bat Talon community. The 1lst SOS crew that
flew the long-range mission included Steve
Gardella, AC/SQ CC; Bob Meller, FP; Jerry
Nichols, FP; Jack Holbein, NAV; Joe McBride,
NAV; Paul Whetzel, NAV; Rueben Cole, FE;
“Rat” Moretz, FE; Chuck Javens, RO; John Mink,
RO; Ray Doyle, LM; and John Stumpf, LM.

To fly anywhere in the world without relying
on ground-based aerial refueling was a reality.
No longer did the United States have to rely on
other nations to provide refueling support facili -
ties that were subject to political pressures. The
modern-day Combat Talon weapons system was
nearly complete.
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1-29, “Flight Crew Air Refueling Procedures with KC-135 and

The Helicopter Aerial-Refueling
M odification

By the mid-1980s the number of military heli-
copters with in-flight refueling capability had in-
creased significantly over the previous decade.
The medium-lift special operations helicopter,
the MH-53 Pave Low, formed the backbone of the
USAF SOF rotary-wing capability. A smaller,
light-lift helicopter, the MH-60G Pave Hawk,
also provided specialized SOF rotary-wing sup-
port. With Congress’s passing of the Goldwater—
Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization
Act of 1986, renewed emphasis was placed on
America’s SOF forces. As part of the SOF avia-
tion modernization program that was developed
after the act, both USAF and USA aircraft were
provided increased capabilities, including aerial
refueling for USA Chinook helicopters dedi-
cated to SOF support. Just as planners a decade
before had recognized the need to install in-
flight aerial refueling receiver capability on the
Combat Talon, SOF rotary-wing assets were
modified, or designed from the ground up, with
the capability to receive fuel while airborne. The
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increase in aerial refuelable helicopters created
the need for additional SOF tanker aircraft, espe-
cially those that could penetrate hostile territory
and refuel over denied areas.

The Combat Talon was designed as a long-
range, low-level penetrator aircraft. With the addi-
tion of helicopter refueling pods under its wings,
it could provide fuel to helicopters anywhere the
helicopter could fly. Helicopter refueling tech-
nology already had been developed, and wing
pods had been installed on USAF HC-130N/P
rescue aircraft and on US Marine Corp (USMC)
KC-130s. The modification allowed helicopters
to refuel from the tanker aircraft. The first six
Talons modified with the helicopter refueling
pod system were the Clamp aircraft assigned to
Hurlburt Field. The modification was accom-
plished concurrently with SOF-1 Phase |I. The
remainder of the Combat Talon fleet received
the wing pod refueling as part of the MOD-90
program. By the late 1980s, funds had been al-
located to modify all Clamp-configured Combat
Talons. By 1995 all 14 Combat Talons had been
modified with the helicopter aerial-refueling
system.

The aerial refueling system provided the
Combat Talon with the capability to transfer
fuel through the modified fuel-dump manifold.
Two aerial-refuelable-equipped helicopters, either
individually or simultaneously, could refuel
through refueling hoses trailed from pods lo-
cated beneath the outer wing area. An auxiliary
control panel was located overhead at the flight
engineer’s station. When installed, the compo-
nents formed an integral part of the fuel system.
For refueling operations, a drogue and hose
trailed behind the pod for engagement with the
receiver helicopter. A self-seal reception coupling
prevented flow of fuel until the hose was en-
gaged. A fuel range of 56 to 76 feet was marked
on the forward end of the refueling hose with
two five-foot white bands. In addition to the fuel-
ing range bands, the hoses were marked with
one-foot wide white bands 10 feet apart. The
hose reel responded automatically to receiver
engagement and movements of the receiver air-
plane by reeling in or out to take up slack or
extend as necessary. The reel operated on hy-
draulic pressure, but in the event of utility hy-
draulic system failure, the hose could be me-
chanically released and trailed behind the pod.
The hose could then be cut loose by a guillotine
device located in the pod.82
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The two aerial refueling pods contained a hy-
draulic system for reel operation, associated
plumbing, and three status indicator lights. The
status lights were located on the aft end of the
pod, were visible to the receiver, and indicated
tanker ready (yellow light), fuel flowing (green
light), and hydraulic pressure off (red light).
The hydraulic system provided power for exten-
sion, retraction, and locking of the air refueling
hose. Controls for the air refueling system were
located on the auxiliary fuel control panel and
the main fuel control panel.

The aerial refueling capability on the Combat
Talon provided a quantum increase in SOF capa-
bility. When Combat Talon Il was designed, heli -
copter aerial refueling was not included in the
baseline aircraft. Throughout the 1990s require-
ments continued to expand for penetrating tank-
ers. A palletized centerline aerial refueling sys-
tem was tested in the mid-1990s for Combat
Talon Il but did not perform to expectations.
Funds were allocated in 1998 for the modification
of the Combat Talon Il with a permanently
mounted improved aerial refueling system simi-
lar to the one on the Combat Talon I. The modifi -
cation was programmed for installation in the
2001-5 period. Combat Talon had matured to the
point that it could receive fuel while airborne and
deliver it to helicopters in denied areas. No other
aircraft possessed similar versatility.

Summary of Combat
Talon Modifications

In addition to the major modifications made
to the basic C-130E aircraft covered in the pre-
vious pages, literally hundreds of other up-
grades and improvements have been made to
the Combat Talon over the past three decades.
The modern-day Combat Talon | has changed so
dramatically that it barely resembles the origi-
nal aircraft that came off the Lockheed assem-
bly line in 1965. Not an upgrade per se, but
perhaps the most structurally sound improve-
ment to the aircraft was the installation of new
wings in the early 1990s. Since the majority of
Combat Talon flying hours historically are
flown at low-level altitudes, the aircraft aged at
approximately five times the rate of standard
C-130s. For this reason, critical aircraft compo-
nents, including the center-wing box and outer-
wing sections, have been changed to ensure the
structural integrity of the airframe. (See appen -
dix B for a partial listing of Combat Talon modi-
fications.)
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Chapter 3

Combat Knife
(The Pope Air Force Base Years: 1965-74)

On the three types of individuals who play the game: “ First, there are those who are winners and
know they are winners. Then there are the losers who know they are losers. Then there are those
who are not winners but don’t know it. They're the ones for me. They never quit trying. They're the

soul of our game.”

IntheBeginning There Was Pope

Fourteen C-130E aircraft that would later become
known as Combat Talons came off the Lockheed-
Marietta assembly line and were accepted by the
USAF beginning in July 1965. They were produc-
tion aircraft and were not equipped with the Ful-
ton STARS modification, the AN/APQ-115 TF/TA
radar, or any ECM equipment. The 464th Troop
Carrier Wing, Pope AFB, North Carolina, was
designated the stateside unit to receive the first
Combat Talon aircraft. Ramp space at Pope was
extremely limited in the summer of 1965 due to
the massive buildup for the war in Vietnam. As a
result, the new C-130E aircraft were temporarily
stored at Sewart AFB, Tennessee, until adequate
facilities became available and maintenance per-
sonnel were trained at Pope AFB. Personnel from
Pope AFB traveled on temporary duty to Sewart
AFB to gain experience in the aircraft. While
awaiting the initial STARS modification, aircrews
ferried the aircraft to Greenville, South Carolina,
where Ling-Tempco-Vaught Electrosystems painted
them in the low-radar reflective black and green
paint scheme from which they would come to be
called Blackbirds. A heavy, porous paint, it added
370 pounds to the aircraft’ s basic weight. Starting
in December 1965, three aircraft each month were
sent to Lockheed-Georgia, where the Fulton
STARS modification was completed. Aircraft 64-
0565 and 64-0568 were temporarily assigned to
the 4442d Combat Crew Training Wing while
awaiting modifications. By May 1966 all 14 Com-
bat Talon aircraft had been modified with the
Fulton STARS. As each aircraft completed the
Fulton modification, it was sent to LAS Ontario
for installation of the AN/APQ-115 TF/TA radar
and the ECM suite.

The 779th Troop Carrier Squadron, com-
manded by Lt Col Rodney H. Newbold, 464th
Troop Carrier Wing, was identified as the squad-
ron to operate the new C-130E(l) aircraft under
the code name Project Skyhook. In March 1966
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the 779th sent a C-130 instructor crew to Ed-
wards AFB, California, for initial checkout in the
Fulton system. The checkout took a month to
complete, with each pilot accomplishing 15 recov-
eries. Enlisted crew members returned to Pope
AFB on 14 April 1966 and organized the Skyhook
ground school. Officer crew members received ad-
ditional instruction on the AN/APQ-115 radar
and returned to Pope AFB on 30 April. The initial
instructor crew formed the nucleus of the Sky-
hook program for Tactical Air Command.!
Between 1 May and 30 June, six additional
crews were qualified by 779th instructors in the
Skyhook system and were identified to deploy to
SEA under the code name Project Stray Goose.
Initial training stressed operations utilizing the
AN/APQ-115 TF/TA radar and the Fulton STARS.
Low-level training was conducted at 1,000 feet
AGL at night and 500 feet during the day. The
ground-school portion of training included radar
and Fulton mock-ups to familiarize students
with those unique capabilities before beginning
the flying phase. Lt Col Donald J. Britton, for-
merly assigned to the operations plans branch
of the 464th TCW, was designated the Stray
Goose detachment commander (see chap. 4).2

Photo courtesy of Richard H. Sell

Aircraft 64-0566 on the ramp at Pope AFB, North Caro-
lina, spring of 1966.
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Once the Stray Goose detachment completed
training, 779th instructors concentrated on the
checkout of additional crews to fill their own
training requirements. The 779th continued its
primary mission of tactical airlift, with Project
Skyhook personnel forming up F Flight within
the squadron.

The basic Combat Talon crew consisted of 11
personnel—three pilots, two navigators, one elec-
tronic warfare officer, two flight engineers (origi-
nally designated as flight mechanics), one radio op-
erator, and two loadmasters. In contrast, a slick
C-130 had a crew of six personnel—two pilots, one
navigator, one flight engineer, and two loadmas-
ters. The third pilot on the Combat Talon per-
formed safety duties during Fulton recovery op-
erations and assisted in map reading while flying
low level. The second navigator was responsible
for map reading and terrain avoidance during
low-level maneuvers. The EWO was a trained
navigator who had additional training in operat-
ing the sophisticated ECM equipment installed on
the Combat Talon. It was his job to detect enemy
threats and to defend the aircraft electronically
until the crew could maneuver to safety. The sec-
ond flight engineer operated the Fulton winch
during recovery operations and assisted the pri-
mary flight engineer during systems operations.
The radio operator was responsible for external
communications between the aircraft and the
agency controlling the mission. In addition to
their normal C-130 loadmaster duties, Combat
Talon loadmasters were responsible for complet-
ing the Fulton recovery from the ramp of the air-
craft once the lift line had been intercepted by the
pilot. Because of the large crew and varied duties
of each assigned crew member, the aircraft com-
mander was often challenged to the maximum of
his abilities to manage the crew safely and effi-
ciently. To increase crew proficiency, and thus its
survivability in combat, most Combat Taloncrews
flew as hard crews (i.e., the same crew members
flew together to maximize mission success). The
779th instructors, however, could not fly as hard
crews when instructing studentsin the aircraft.

Although the Fulton STARS had been utilized
for live pickups since August 1958, no recorded
live pickups had been made by USAF C-130 air-
craft by the spring of 1966. On 3 May 1966 the
first live Fulton recovery in a USAF C-130 air-
craft was made at Edwards AFB, California. Test
pilot Carl A. Hughes piloted the aircraft, pick-
ing up Capt Gerald E. Lyvere in a single live
pickup. Later in the day a two-man pickup was
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Capt Straun L. Paddon and SSgt Frederick. L. Thrower,
24 August 1966—the first two-man surface-to-air recov-
ery by an operational Talon crew.

also performed by Hughes. Col Allison C. Brooks
and A/3dC Ronald L. Doll were successfully re-
trieved utilizing the two-man system.® By August
of 1966 the 779th TCS had refined its Fulton
STARS capability and was approved to perform a
live recovery by Headquarters TAC. Maj George
G. Hellier and his Combat Talon crew performed
both a one-man and a two-man live surface-to-air
recovery at Pope AFB on 24 August 1966. TSgt
Jacob C. Legrand was the first to be recovered,
followed by Capt Straun L. Paddon and SSgt
Frederick L. Thrower. The three personnel were
all active duty Air Force members. The two suc-
cessful recoveries marked the first live surface-to-
air recoveries made by an operational Air Force
crew and ushered in an era of live pickups that
would last for the next 16 years.*

The Project Stray Goose contingent departed
for SEA on 8 September 1966. The initial deploy-
ment consisted of four Combat Talon aircraft (64-
0547, 64-0561, 64-0562, and 64-0563), six Combat
Talon qualified aircrews (66 personnel), and 190
maintenance and support personnel. Upon arrival



at Ching Chang Kuang AB, Taiwan, the unit was
organized as Detachment 1, 314th Troop Carrier
Wing, and was assigned permanently to PACAF.5
The successful training of Project Stray Goose
crew members marked a significant achievement
for the 779th Skyhook unit. By year's end the
779th was well along in training its own contin-
gent of aircrew and maintenance personnel. Con-
sidering the challenges the unit faced bringing
the new weapons system on line during its first
full year of operations, unit accomplishments
were nothing short of outstanding. The next year
would prove to be equally challenging. The six
Stray Goose crews deployed to SEA would have to
be replaced at the end of their 12-month tours,
and the 779th would have to mature its own in-
structor cadre.

1967: Combat Talon Expands

Operations continued at a hectic pace at Pope
AFB throughout January and February 1967.
Along with its Combat Talon-unique skills, Com-
bat Knife (the Skyhook unit at Pope AFB was
later renamed Combat Knife) crews of the 779th
maintained other skills found in tactical C-130
units. On 16 January 1967 aircraft 64-0567 was
damaged during a ramp personnel airdrop at Pope
AFB. The MC-1 strap used to retrieve parachute
static lines broke and caused rips and tears to the
underside of the aft section of the horizontal stabi-
lizer. During March aircraft 64-0551 suffered dam-
age to its HF antenna during Fulton recovery op-
erations. Experience over the years in STARS
would show that HF antennas and pilot wind-
screens were often casualties during Fulton recov-
eries, with the windscreens being especially vul-
nerable at night. (Night lift lines had lights woven
into them, and if the light hit the front wind-
screen, breakage of the glass windscreen was
sometimes the result.) Eventually, most of these
problems were minimized by relocating the HF an-
tennae and by improving the design of the Fulton
night lift line.

In the spring of 1967, the Air Force went
through a major reorganization. As a result, units
at Pope AFB received new designations. The
464th TCW became the 464th Tactical Airlift
Wing (TAW), and the 779th TCS became the
779th Tactical Airlift Squadron (TAS). Other
units throughout tactical airlift were similarly re-
named?® In May the second big push began to
train the next contingent of Stray Goose crews
bound for SEA. The Taiwan-based Combat Spear
unit had moved to Nha Trang, Vietnam, late in
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1966 and had been renamed Detachment 1, 314th
TAW, effective 1 August 1967. Six crews were
trained throughout the summer, along with main-
tenance personnel, to replace personnel who had
deployed the previous year.

On 26 July 1967, during a low-level training
mission out of Pope AFB, aircraft 64-0551 experi-
enced the loss of the right fending line, which re-
sulted in damage to the number three and
number four propellers. The line was chopped to
bits upon contact, and pieces of the line punctured
a hole in the number three propeller cowling,
scratching and denting both number three and
number four propellers. The propellers were re-
placed after an uneventful landing at Pope AFB
with approximately 20 feet of fending line trailing
from the nose of the aircraft.”

Lt Col Dow A. Rogers Jr., the commander des-
ignate of Detachment 1, 314th TAW, led the sec-
ond contingent to SEA along with his operations
officer, Lt Col Thomas F. Hines. Combat Knife
instructors in the 779th did an outstanding job
preparing the new crews, who finished training in
pairs and departed by way of military air from
July through September. The staggered reporting
dates were designed to lessen the impact of the
100 percent turnover of personnel for a unit that
was engaged in combat over North Vietnam daily.
The 779th spent the remainder of 1967 preparing
crews to deploy to the 7th Air Commando Squad-
ron (ACS) in Germany, which was scheduled for
conversion to Combat Talons in the spring of
1968. As was the case for the Combat Spear unit
in the Pacific, the European Combat Arrow
squadron had six crews and four Combat Talon
aircraft assigned along with maintenance and
support personnel (see chap. 5).

On 25 November 1967 Nha Trang AB, Viet-
nam, came under mortar attack, and aircraft 64-
0563 was destroyed. This was the first aircraft of
the original 14 to be lost, and USAF quickly
moved to replace it with another aircraft. On 6
December 1967 aircraft 64-0571 was assigned to
the 779th as a slick C-130E. It was used for tacti-
cal airlift until it was sent to LAS Ontario on 11
April 1968. It received Combat Talon radar and
ECM modifications but not the Fulton recovery
system. The Air Staff determined that the re-
maining Combat Talons equipped with Fulton
STARS were adequate to meet projected tasking.
On 30 August 1968 aircraft 64-0571 returned to
Pope AFB as the first Talon without the Fulton
recovery system installed®
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1968: The Establishment
of Detachment 2,
1st Special OperationsWing

On 29 December 1967 the SEA Combat Spear
unit lost Crew S-01 and Combat Talon 64-0547
over North Vietnam. This was the second of the
original 14 aircraft to be lost. As a result the
heavy student load already placed on the 779th to
train Combat Arrow aircrews for Europe was in-
creased so that a replacement crew for the Pacific
could be trained. Schedules were adjusted with
student crews destined for SEA accelerated by
two months to enable the unit to reconstitute its
sixth crew as soon as possible. The 779th did an
outstanding job meeting this challenge. To main-
tain a 14-aircraft fleet of Combat Talons aircraft
64-0572 was designated by Air Staff to replace
aircraft 64-0547.

Along with the training provided to the Combat
Spear replacement crew, early 1968 was marked
by final preparation to deploy Combat Arrow
trained crews and maintenance personnel to the
7th Air Commando Squadron. (Note: After August
1968 all squadrons previously designated Air
Commando Squadrons became Special Operations
Squadrons.) The first Combat Talon and crew de-
ployed to Ramstein AB, Federal Republic of Ger-
many, on 24 February 1968. An additional crew
and aircraft arrived in Germany on 3 March, with
the third aircraft and crew arriving on the 28th of
June 1968 (see chap. 5).

For more than two years, the 779th had pro-
vided trained personnel to fill Combat Talon re-
quirements, first in the Pacific and then later in
Europe. By the spring of 1968, the Air Force was
consolidating its US-assigned special operations
units in the Florida Panhandle at Eglin AFB Aux-
iliary Field No. 9, which was also known as
Hurlburt Field. On 7 April 1968 the Combat
Talon training mission performed by the 779th
within TAC was transferred, along with its per-
sonnel and equipment, to Detachment 3, 319th
Air Commando Squadron, Tactical Airlift. On 1
May 1968 the name of the new organization be-
came Detachment 2, 1st Special Operations Wing
(SOW), which was located at Hurlburt Field.® The
new detachment remained at Pope AFB as a ten-
ant unit but reported to the 1st SOW in Florida.

With Combat Talon assets deployed worldwide,
Combat Knife concentrated on developing its op-
erational mission. To this time almost all unit
resources were dedicated to the training mission.
In addition to operating the Combat Talon
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schoolhouse, Detachment 2 was assigned the op-
erational mission of supporting unconventional
warfare plans of commander in chief, European
Command (CINCEUR); CINCPAC; commander in
chief, Southern Command (CINCSO); and com-
mander in chief, Strike Command (CINC-
STRIKE) for both limited and general war. Spe-
cific tasks in support of this primary mission
included delivery of personnel and cargo by air-
drop or airland methods to designated points in
enemy territory; resupply of clandestine opera-
tions conducted by US Army Special Forces and
other US government agencies; exfiltration of per-
sonnel, equipment, cargo, and intelligence data
from the ground or water; dissemination of psy-
chological warfare materiel; pickup of escapee or
evadee personnel from designated safe areas
within enemy territory; and training of both air-
crew and maintenance personnel to support
worldwide Combat Talonrequirements.*®

On 8 July 1968 Lt Col Pierce M. Meyers Jr.
became the new commander of Detachment 2.
Under Myers’s leadership the unit stabilized with
an authorized strength of 42 officers and 161 air-
men.!! There was another big push in the summer
of 1968 to replace Combat Spear personnel rotat-
ing from SEA. As had been the case the previous
year, many personnel returned to Pope AFB after
their Vietnam tour, or they elected to PCS to the
7th SOS in Germany. Combat Talon had become
somewhat of a closed system and was composed of
experienced personnel who rotated among the
three squadrons. Detachment 2 benefited as expe-
rienced personnel brought valuable combat skills
back to the unit.

In the haste to field the original Combat Talon
weapons system in 1966, which was driven by
SEA operational requirements, special Stray
Goose equipment installed on the aircraft had
never been through an OT&E to determine sys
tem effectiveness. In May of 1968, during a De-
tachment 2 Combat Talon capabilities briefing to
the Special Air Warfare Center staff at Eglin
AFB, Florida, and to the staff of the 1st SOW, Maj
Cecil Clark identified the need for a formal
OT&E. In September Lt Col Howard Hartley, the
Combat Knife project officer for SOF on the TAC
staff, requested Maj George Hellier and Major
Clark brief him on Combat Knife capabilities and
limitations. Upon completion of the briefing and
armed with the knowledge of the need for a for-
mal OT&E, Colonel Hartley took the briefers with
him to the Air Staff to brief the shortfall and to
obtain support.



During meetings with Air Staff personnel,
Colonel Black (AFXSME) discovered that there
was no fiscal 1970 funding for Combat Talon. Dis-
cussions further revealed that the TAC-assigned
Combat Knife unit lacked specific mission respon-
sibility, which prevented identification of future
funding. Without specific mission responsibility,
neither future modifications nor additional equip-
ment could be justified. Because of the meeting a
plan of action was developed to bring the Combat
Talon program into line to qualify the weapons
system for future funding. The plan included the
following recommendations: develop a concept of
employment; brief the SOF commander on Com-
bat Knife capabilities and limitations; brief the
TAC/DO and TAC/DPL on Combat Knife capabili-
ties and limitations; brief commander in chief, At-
lantic Command (CINCLANT) and CINCSTRIKE
on Combat Knife with the objective of including
the weapons system in their respective war plans;
and request TAC support a worldwide Combat
Talon conference to identify equipment and modi -
fication requirements.*?

In October Gen Robert Gardenas, the com-
mander of TAC, was briefed and the following rec-
ommendations were approved: (1) give a similar
briefing to CINCLANT and CINCSTRIKE; (2)
send a request to Air Staff (AFXOSO) to convene
a worldwide Combat Talon conference; and (3) re-
quest Air Staff authorize a formal OT&E be con-
ducted on the Combat Talon weapons system. On
3 December 1968 Major Hellier and Major Clark
briefed CINCLANT and CINCSTRIKE planners
at Langley AFB, Virginia, and obtained tentative
agreement from both commands to review their
respective war plans for possible inclusion of
Combat Talon .3

Six months had passed since Major Clark had
first briefed the OT&E shortfall, but the effort
paid off. The Air Staff approved a formal OT&E
for the Combat Talon weapons system. Addition-
ally, Air Staff began organizing the first Combat
Talon Management Review (CTMR) conference
and tentatively set a conference date for mid-
March 1968. And finally, staff actions were begun
between TAC and the Air Staff to determine the
extent Combat Knife could support CINCLANT
and CINCSTRIKE.* The initial OT&E shortfall
identified by Major Clark in May 1968 had ulti-
mately saved the entire Combat Talon program.

While the briefing process was going on during
the fall, Detachment 2 was able to get sufficiently
ahead of schoolhouse requirements to begin par-
ticipating in joint exercises. During November
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Detachment 2 participated in two joint exer-
cises—one with the USA 7th Special Forces
Group and another with the 3d Special Forces
Group. Successful personnel and Fulton kit drops
were accomplished during these exercises, along
with Fulton STARS intercepts utilizing a train-
ing dummy. During the last half of the year,
along with its limited exercise participation, De-
tachment 2 accomplished 200 day STARS, 80
night STARS, 86 day equipment drops, 86 night
equipment drops, 40 personnel drops, 11 Fulton
kit drops, 42 short-look maneuvers, and 510 air-
borne intercepts with fighter aircraft and flew 38
hours engaged with RBS ground radar sites con-
ducting EWO training.*® Although 1968 had been
a busy year, unit personnel looked forward to
1969 and upcoming opportunities flying the Com-
bat Talon.

1969: First Combat Talon
Management Review and the
Development of Operational

and Training Manuals

Detachment 2 personnel had enjoyed a quiet
holiday season and were ready to fly when Janu-
ary arrived. On 16 January 1969 all was normal
as Maj James H. Browning and his crew pre-
pared a night training mission to be flown from
Pope AFB round-robin through the mountains of
western North Carolina. As aircraft 64-0558 ap-
proached Brown Mountain, just east of Asheville,
for an unknown reason, the aircraft clipped a
ridgeline while in a shallow right turn. The air-
craft impacted trees with its right wing and se-
verely damaged the number four propeller, thus
causing the crew to shut down the engine imme-
diately. Tree debris also penetrated the right
wing fuel tank and the underbelly of the aircraft
just forward of the main landing gear. Thanks to
outstanding crew coordination and flying skills,
the crew maintained aircraft control with multiple-
engine shutdowns and made an emergency land-
ing at the Hickory Municipal Airport, Hickory,
North Carolina.’®* No one was injured in the acci -
dent, but the aircraft required major repair. In-
itial fieldwork was done at Hickory to enable the
aircraft to be flown back to depot for permanent
repair.

Postflight investigation could not determine
the cause of the accident, although 779th person-
nel were convinced that the AN/APQ-115 radar
had somehow malfunctioned and allowed the air-
craft to descend to a point where it impacted the
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ridgeline. John R. Lewis, a technical repre-
sentative from Texas Instruments (the prime con-
tractor for the AN/APQ-115) was called in as part
of a depot-level technical team to examine the ra-
dar. The team conducted preliminary interviews
of flight-crew personnel and performed an opera-
tional evaluation of the integrated system while
the aircraft remained at Hickory. The main com-
ponents of the AN/APQ-115 were then removed
from the aircraft and returned to Pope AFB for
evaluation by Air Force technicians. The investi-
gation concluded that the radar was working
within parameters when it was checked after the
accidentl” Why the aircraft struck the trees
would remain a mystery. The aircraft was re-
paired and returned to Detachment 2 on 24 June
1969. Its near brush with destruction would fore-
bode its future. After participating as one of two
Combat Talonsin the Son Tay POW Raid in 1970,
the aircraft was destroyed in a midair collision
with an F-102 interceptor on 5 December 1972,
with the loss of everyone aboard.

The CTMR conference, which had been pro-
posed the previous fall, was hosted by AFLC/LO
at LAS Ontario from 11 to 13 March 1969. This
was the first of the yearly conferences that
brought together US and overseas Combat Talon
units, representatives from their respective com-
mands, and contractor personnel from industry
to discuss the Combat Talon weapons system and
its future development. The objectives for the
first conference were ambitious and reflected the
importance of future meetings of this type. Con-
ference objectives included the following:

1. Review and validate the basic concept of operations
in light of combat experience gained since initial
employment.

. Validate established mobility criteria upon which
applicable tables of allowance were based.

. Review the published aircrew training syllabus for
comprehensiveness and applicability in terms of
tactics and procedures used in weapons system em-
ployment.

. Review the published weapons system security
guide.

. Review the proposed FY-70 modification program.

. ldentify operational requirements, which formed
the basis for future system modifications.

. Discuss Combat Talon logistics procedures estab-
lished for peculiar equipment.

. Review the Air Force Logistics Command (AFLC)
IRAN schedule and work package.

. Resolve or initiate action on any problems associ -
ated with personnel, materiel and operational re-
quirements.18

The conference was chaired by Maj Benjamin

published agenda, conference attendees agreed to
discuss the Lockheed Technical Manual, which
had been designed to provide aircrew and mainte-
nance personnel with the appropriate procedures
for those peculiar systems not covered by stand-
ard Air Force publications. The existing LTM was
classified Secret because of sections dealing with
ECM equipment installed on the aircraft. Certain
other parts of the document described the AN/
APQ-115 terrain-following radar and was classi-
fied Confidential. The majority of the document,
however, contained unclassified information.
With an overall classification of Secret, proper
utilization of the technical order was difficult for
both maintenance and operations personnel alike.
Conference attendees agreed to delete operational
procedures and tactics from the LTM and to in-
clude them in an appropriate 55-series procedures
manual. Also, those portions of the LTM describ-
ing the AN/APQ-115 radar (except its operational
limitations) would be declassified. The ECM por-
tion of the LTM would be published as a classified
appendix to the basic LTM, thus leaving the ma-
jority of the document as a stand-alone unclassified
tech manual that could be more easily used in daily
operations.t®

Lt Col P. M. Meyers, Headquarters TAC, sub-
mitted a draft concept of employment for the
Combat Talon that contained detailed informa-
tion required to properly plan a Combat Talon
mission. After review by conference attendees, the
document was adopted for use by all three Com-
bat Talon squadrons. Other discussions revolved
around the Fulton STARS and perceived opera-
tional shortfalls. Long-range exfiltration of a US
Army A-Team could not be accomplished without
airlanding a Combat Talon. Airlanding in enemy
territory made the option risky. USAFE/7th SOS
concluded that a STARS capable of extracting up
to 4,000 pounds should be explored and agreed to
review the requirement further. If additional
study warranted, USAFE agreed to submit a re-
quired operational capability to Air Staff. Atten-
dees also confirmed the requirement for a high-
speed (250 knots) air-drop capability that would
eliminate drop zone compromise during the slow -
down maneuver. The high-speed modification was
in the prototype phase of development and had
already proven its feasibility in the Heavy Chain
program. Air Staff (AFXOSO) agreed to include
the capability in future Combat Talon modern-
ization proposals.®

A whole host of additional topics was discussed

N. Kraljev, Air Staff AFXOSO. In addition to the and actions agreed upon. At the conclusion of the
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conference, attendees felt that the format and
content of the conference was about right and
they were very enthusiastic about attending fu-
ture annual meetings. The conference adjourned
at 1500 on 13 March 1969 after having addressed
critical Combat Talon issues that had not been
consolidated or reviewed during the previous four
years.> The CTMR conference would remain an
annual meeting until the Combat Talon program
was transferred from LAS Ontario to Warner
Robins, Georgia, in 1995.

Effective 19 May 1969, Lt Col Robert W. Folts
assumed command of Detachment 2. His initial
assessment of his unit’s effectiveness contained
in official Air Force documents reflected his con-
cern over the impact of operational requirements
on the detachment. While maintaining fully
qualified combat crews, Detachment 2 also ful-
filled the combat crew training function by train-
ing six 11-man crews annually for SEA and re-
placement crews for itself and the 7th SOS in
Europe. The 7th SOS had been organized the
year prior, with most of its personnel on three-
year overseas tours. To meet experience levels for
Combat Spear, Detachment 2 instructors (both
maintenance and aircrew alike) were assigned to
SEA duty, resulting in a 70 percent annual turn-
over rate. New personnel assigned to Detach-
ment 2 remained just long enough to gain the
required experience to qualify for overseas duty.
Colonel Folts campaigned hard for a three-year
stabilized tour for his assigned instructors.?? Not
until Nha Trang AB closed in 1972, however, and
Combat Spear moved to Kadena AB, Japan, did
Detachment 2 get much relief from the constant
turnover.

Because of TAC and Air Staff initiatives from
the previous year, a Combat Knife mission state-
ment was developed and published by TAC for the
first time in the fall of 1969. The mission of Com-
bat Knifewas articulated

to provide a global unconventional warfare C-130 force
(Combat Talon) to support unconventional warfare plans
of CINCEUR, CINCPAC and CINCLANT for both lim-
ited and general war; secondary mission is the pickup of
escapee and evadee personnel from designated ‘safe
areas’ within enemy territory; correlative mission is the
initial qualification training of replacement aircrew per-
sonnel and the initial training of certain select aircraft
maintenance personnel assigned to all Combat Talon
units.23

Specific tasks were developed within TAC to
support the successful execution of the above mis-
sion by Combat Knife assets. Detachment 2 was
tasked to maintain trained crews and combat-
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ready aircraft equipped to penetrate enemy air-
space for long distances, accomplish an airdrop,
surface-to-air recovery, or airlanding; and then
safely return to friendly territory. Combat Knife
also had to be prepared to resupply US Army Spe-
cial Forces and other US government agency per-
sonnel engaged in clandestine operations. Exfil-
tration capabilities included extraction from both
land and water. Another task specifically as
signed to Combat Knife was the dissemination of
psychological warfare materiel .24

On 12 November 1969, Lt Col Peyton E. Cook
assumed command of Detachment 2. Lt Col Al-
bert P. “Friday” Blosch was appointed his opera-
tions officer2® In October Blosch attended a TAC-
directed AFM 51-130, Flying Training, C-130
Aircrew Training Manual, conference at Hurlburt
Field, Florida. The purpose of the conference was
to revise AFM 51-130. Detachment 2 was tasked
to write chapter 6, which for the first time in-
cluded the Combat Talon weapons system. Colo-
nel Hellier was the recognized expert for Combat
Talon training, and his input to Blosch was the
key to creating a meaningful document that could
be used in the field.? Since the creation of Com-
bat Talon in 1966, little had been published for
use in the Pope AFB schoolhouse due to concern
over security classifications. Maj John Gargus
authored the main text for the AFM 51-130 up-
date, while Blosch concentrated on tactical check-
lists. The combined effort of the three officers re-
sulted in a superior Combat Talon training
document.

The long anticipated OT&E for the Stray Goose
modifications to the aircraft was begun in August
1969 with TAC as the office of primary responsi-
bility. TAC Test Plan 69-416, dated August 1969,
was the test directive under which the OT& E was
flown. In accordance with the directive, TAWC
and SOF were designated joint test agencies. The
program was divided into four phases, with air-
craft and personnel from Detachment 2 support-
ing all four phases. From October to December
1969, Phase | and all but one flight of Phase Il
were completed.?

1970: Combat KnifeParticipates
in the Son Tay Raid

Combat Knife continued to improve and strive
for excellence. As a geographically separated unit
from its parent wing at Hurlburt Field, Florida, it
faced unique challenges at Pope AFB. In Febru-
ary 1970 the 464th TAW selected Detachment 2
as the best large support squadron. Considering
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that it was a tenant unit of the host wing, the
selection marked a milestone in its maturity 28 In
April Col Robert W. Gates (1st SOW/CC) pre-
sented Detachment 2 with the TAC Unit Achieve-
ment Award for the period 17 January 1969-16
January 1970. The unit had gained recognition as
one of the best organizationsin TAC.?

The second CTMR conference was held at LAS
Ontario from 27 to 30 January 1970. Its major
goal was to finalize LTM changes recommended
the previous year and to coordinate a draft of the
new Multi-Command Manual (MCM) 55-130, Air-
crew Operations Manual. Other major items dis-
cussed included the Combat Talon training pro-
gram for 1971 and the fiscal year 1971 aircraft
modification program. As had been the case the
previous year, representatives from each major
command and each unit operating the Combat
Talon aircraft attended the conference.®*® As a fol-
low-up to the CTMR conference, Major Gargus
traveled to Headquarters TAC (DOSOS) on 16
March to coordinate MCM 55-130 changes agreed
to at the CTMR conference. A follow-up tasking for
Detachment 2 personnel was a comprehensive re-
view of all tactical checklists. The checklists were
then included in the final MCM 55-130.3

From 24 March to 1 April, Detachment 2 par-
ticipated with two aircraft in a joint capabilities
demonstration for foreign dignitaries, senior ser-
vice personnel, and selected groups. The demon-
strations were held on the Fort Bragg ranges and
consisted of personnel drops and Fulton STARS
operations. Twelve sorties were flown, with 72
personnel air-dropped and six recoveries per-
formed utilizing a training dummy. The objective
of the demonstrations was to educate personnel in
key US and allied government positions about the
capabilities of the Combat Talon and other US
weapons systems.3?

In early summer (9-14 June) Detachment 2 par-
ticipated in joint Exercise Gobbler Woods. Six US
Army Special Forces A Teams were infiltrated into
the objective area and were resupplied five days
later. Primary drop zones were lighted, and all
events were successfully accomplished on these
lighted drop zones3® The exercise again demon-
strated the ability of Detachment 2 to support its
Special Forces customers while concurrently operat-
ing the schoolhouse and training replacement air-
crews for worldwide Combat Talon assignment.

A Syllabi and Phase Training Conference was
also held in June 1970. The purpose of the confer-
ence was to evaluate existing syllabi and manuals
and to institute changes to promote better and
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more efficient training goals and procedures. The
result of this conference was the ratification of the
new 75-flying-hour Combat Talon Syllabus. The
previous syllabus had required 90 flying hours.
Additionally, correction of all phase manuals was
accomplished with emphasis on mission sequence,
time changes, applicability of subject material,
format, and administrative cleanup.®* While over-
seas Talon units concentrated on operational
commitments to their theater commanders, De-
tachment 2 was methodically upgrading and im-
proving the Combat Talon training system so that
personnel could be trained more efficiently and a
more proficient graduate be produced by the for-
mal school.

July was highlighted by participation in an-
other joint exercise named Gobi Springs |. De-
tachment 2 participated along with A Company,
6th Special Forces Group, and operated out of
Pope AFB. The exercise proved to be the most
realistic of the year, with 111 personnel and more
than 5,000 pounds of cargo air-dropped. A sched-
uled Fulton STARS was canceled the day before
the event by the participating Special Forces com-
mander. Other than this one cancellation, other
events were flown as planned. The scenario al-
lowed schoolhouse students bound for SEA the
opportunity to fly some of the exercise missions
and thus gain valuable experience training in a
realistic operational environment 35

In August 1970 Detachment 2 was tasked to
provide an aircraft and crew to begin preparation
for Operation Ivory Coast, which was the attempt
to free American prisoners of war from Son Tay
Prison in North Vietnam. Colonel Blosch and his
crew, flying aircraft 64-0558, departed Pope AFB
for Eglin AFB, Florida, and began a three-month
training period that culminated in the November
1970 raid deep into North Vietnam (see chap. 6).
This was the first combat mission flown by De-
tachment 2, although many of the unit’s personnel
had served in SEA before being assigned to Com-
bat Knife. Blosch was a member of the original
Stray Goose contingent that deployed to SEA in
1966 and was the operations officer of Detachment
2 in the summer of 1970. The 7th SOS also pro-
vided a crew for the raid, and the 15th SOS pro-
vided a second Combat Talon—aircraft 64-0523.

The year ended on a positive note. Detach-
ment 2 won the 1st SOW Best Squadron Man-
agement Award for 1970 because the unit dem-
onstrated outstanding management of assigned
resources. The hard work by dedicated squadron
personnel had resulted in many administrative



and operational achievements throughout the
year. With the unit separated from its parent
wing, recognition such as this was even more
noteworthy .36

1971: MOD-70 Combat Talon and
the Activation of the 318th SOS

In February 1971 two significant events took
place. The third annual CTMR conference at LAS
Ontario was conducted from 16 to 19 February,
and the TAC inspector general gave the unit an
operational readiness inspection (ORI) from 18 to
20 February. The CTMR conference was very pro-
ductive, with attendance similar to previous
years. Detachment 2 earned a satisfactory rating
for the ORI. The unit also made progress in the
facilities area. Building 718 at Pope AFB was ten-
tatively committed to Detachment 2 with pro-
jected occupancy scheduled for 1 May 1971.%°

From March through June 1971, Detachment 2
graduated three student classes. Class 71-4 began
training on 1 March and graduated on 16 April. It
consisted of six pilots, three navigators, two
EWOs, one flight engineer, and one loadmaster.
Class 71-5 began on 19 April and graduated on 4
June. It consisted of six pilots, four navigators,
two EWOs, one flight engineer, and two loadmas-
ters. These crew members were replacements for
the 90th SOS at Nha Trang AB. (The 15th SOS
had been redesignated as the 90th SOS on 1 No-
vember 1970.) Class 71-6 started training on 7
June and graduated on 24 July

Effective 1 August 1971 Colonel Hellier as-
sumed command of Detachment 2.** One of Colo-
nel Hellier's greatest challenges was preparing
his unit for the new MOD-70 Combat Talon air-
craft. Since its introduction into the USAF inven-
tory in 1965, the C-130E (1) Combat Talon aircraft
had experienced certain equipment performance
limitations, the most serious of which was the
low MTBF of the AN/APQ-115 terrain-following
radar. The AN/APQ-115 was a modified Texas In-
struments AN/APQ-99 radar designed for the F-4
Phantom. Even after numerous improvements,
the MTBF remained at approximately 19 hours.
In 1968 LAS Ontario began design studies to
correct the deficiencies in the radar. USAF ap-
proved LAS Ontario’s proposals in the fall of 1969
and obligated $35 million for the improved radar
system. Heavy Chain aircraft 64-0564 and 64-
0565 were first to receive the new upgrade in 1970.
The first Combat Talon to receive the new radar
(64-0562) entered the modification phase in
March 1971. The updated aircraft was designated
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MOD-70, with aircraft 64-0562 being the first to
be modified. It arrived at Pope AFB on 29 Sep-
tember 1971 for Category |11 testing.®

The MOD-70 upgrade was extensive and
marked the first time major modifications were
done since introduction of the Talons in 1965.
The heart of the modification centered on the
terrain-following radar and an upgraded iner-
tial navigation system. The new radar was desig-
nated the AN/APQ-122(V)8 and carried the prom-
ise of a much longer MTBF with much more
potential than the older AN/APQ-115. Other
systems included in the MOD-70 program were
the installation of the Litton LN-15J inertial
navigation system, the addition of an autopilot
pitch monitor, an improved Doppler, an im-
proved Loran C, and modification of the fuse
lage of the aircraft for HSLLADS. The latter
modification allowed the ramp and door to
open at a maximum airspeed of 250 KIAS, thus
eliminating the need for slowdown when air-
dropping supplies. The package of improve-
ments greatly increased the operational capa-
bility of the weapons system.*!

The new radar provided day and night low-
level capability in the 250, 500, 750, and 1,000-
foot modes. In addition, the system had the capa-
bility to penetrate light-to-medium rain if en-
countered along the low-level route. The radar
could also be operated in the beacon, weather, pre-
cision ground mapping, and automatic navigation
updating modes. The theoretical MTBF of the ra-
dar was 350 hours, but AF technicians felt that
around 190 hours was more realistic, a figure,
that was still 10 times better than the older
AN/APQ-115.42

The LN-15J inertial navigation system pro-
vided a considerable increase in accuracy over
the Doppler system installed in the original
Talon. It provided a much improved pitch and
roll stabilization input for the radar and sup-
plied fully automatic steering from takeoff to
landing with 20 preset way points. Accuracy
was maintained within one-half NM per hour.
The system also included an automatic computed
aerial release point (CARP) function that could
steer the aircraft to a drop point 50 yards wide
by 50 yards long and as low as 250 feet above
the ground. The auto CARP function could be
employed at airspeeds ranging from 125 to 250
KIAS.#®

Another improvement provided by MOD-70
was the autopilot pitch monitor, which was de-
signed as a safety measure while flying low-level
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terrain following utilizing the autopilot. Experi-
ence in SEA and in Europe established the re-
quirement to fly long and physically demanding
missions at low altitude. The ability to engage the
autopilot while in the terrain-following mode was
designed to give the pilot a break from the con-
tinuous demands of manual low-level flight. The
autopilot pitch monitor disengaged the autopilot
when it sensed a rapid climb or dive command
with the autopilot engaged. The system was de-
signed to prevent an autopilot-induced hard-over
driving the aircraft into the ground due to auto-
pilot or other system failures.*

To eliminate the slowdown requirement for re-
supply drops, the HSLLADS was installed on the
MOD-70 aircraft. This modification consisted of
strengthening the fuselage of the aircraft and in-
stalling a second hydraulic cylinder to augment
the opening and closing of the rear aircraft door #°
Since the days of the Carpetbaggersin World War
I, special operators had looked for a way to per-
form airdrops without the slowdown maneuver. If
the aircraft was being tracked by radar or by
other electronic means, a slowdown could compro-
mise the drop zone and thus reveal to the enemy
the location of the airdrop. Early tactics developed
to confuse the enemy included making multiple
slowdowns to mask the actual drop zone. Al-
though somewhat effective, multiple slowdowns
put the aircraft at a slow airspeed close to the
ground in enemy territory, thusincreasing its vul-
nerability and the likelihood of the aircraft being
hit by enemy fire. Multiple slowdowns also com-
plicated navigational timing because a constant
ground speed could not be maintained, thus mak-
ing it more difficult to make exact times as flight
planned on subsequent legs of the route. The
HSLLADS was designed for resupply drops since
physical limitations of the human body would not
permit personnel drops outside the established
airspeeds of 125-150 KIAS.

Aircraft 64-0566 departed Detachment 2 for
the 7th SOS on 5 September, thus beginning a
two-year period of exchanging aircraft among the
three Combat Talon units to accommodate the
MOD-70 output schedule. As the schoolhouse for
the Combat Spear and Combat Arrow units, Com-
bat Knife was tasked to train aircrews in both the
pre-MOD-70 aircraft and in the new system. As
MOD-70 aircraft were assigned to the overseas
units, training on the older system was discontin-
ued, and only MOD-70 training was provided for
new crew members.
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Detachment 2, 1st SOW Becomes
the 318th SOS

Special Order G-267, dated 3 November 1971,
activated the 318th Special Operations Squadron,
effective 15 November 1971, and assigned the
new squadron to the 1st SOW at Hurlburt Field,
Florida. In conjunction with its activation, De-
tachment 2, 1st SOW, was inactivated. All per-
sonnel and equipment formally assigned to De-
tachment 2 was reassigned to the 318th SOS:#¢
Colonel Hellier remained as the squadron com-
mander until 1 December, when Lt Col Valintino
Bagnani Jr. assumed command#”

The 318th SOS had a long history in special
operations. Originally activated on 1 May 1944
as the 318th Troop Carrier Squadron (Com-
mando), the 318th was assigned to the 3d Air
Commando Group and operated in the Pacific
theater flying C-47s. Originally located at Camp
MacCall, North Carolina, the unit deployed to
Nadzab, New Guinea, on 26 October 1944. It dis-
tinguished itself during the campaigns of the
Western Pacific, Leyte Gulf, and Luzon. It was
deactivated on 25 March 1946 after the end of
the war.® Its proud heritage was displayed in the
pride shown by Detachment 2 personnel toward
the new designation.

When Combat Talon 64-0562 arrived from LAS
Ontario in late September after completion of
MOD-70, unit personnel had been identified to fly
the Category I11 flight tests. Majors John M. Con-
naughton and Harry L. Pannill had been selected
as the two pilots, and Majors John Gargus and
Rethel H. Jones were the two navigators. Gargus
was the primary instructor for the AN/APQ-
122(V)8 multimode radar, and Jones taught the
LN-15J inertial navigation system. All four flyers
had spent much of the previous summer on tem-
porary duty to LAS Ontario learning the systems.
The first unit terrain-following flight on aircraft
64-0562 occurred on 8 November and was fol-
lowed by numerous additional flights that tested
all phases of the new system. On 18 November
the first night terrain-following flight was flown.
On 22 December the second MOD-70 aircraft (64-
0561) was delivered to the 318th.*® By late De-
cember, three 318th crews had been trained on
the MOD-70 system5°

When the original 14 C-130E aircraft were
modified to the Combat Talon configuration in
1965, the designation given to the new unconven-
tional warfare aircraft had been the C-130E(l),
which identified the aircraft as being Fulton-
intercept capable. When the aircraft were modified



under the MOD-70 program, the designation was
changed to C-130E(CT) to signify that they had
been modified to the Clamp configuration, which
was the name assigned to the suite of modifica-
tions done on the Fulton STARS aircraft. Aircraft
64-0571 and 64-0572 did not have the Fulton sys-
tem installed because they were replacement air-
craft for Vietham combat losses during 1967. The
decision was made at the time that 12 Fulton-
capable Combat Talons were sufficient to satisfy
worldwide requirements. Other than the Fulton
STARS, these two aircraft were Clamp configured
just as the other 12 Combat Talons and were also
given the new C-130E(CT) designation. Combat
Talons 64-0564 and 64-0565 had been transferred
to the Heavy Chain program in 1966 and received
their modifications under the Rivet Yard program.
Those two aircraft would be modified in 1970 un-
der the MOD-70 program, but would remain Yard
configured along with 62-1843 and 63-7785. The
four Heavy Chain aircraft would be modified in
1973 under the Combat Talon program and be
designated C-130E(Y), which signified that they
were equipped with the Yank ECM suite of modifi-
cations. Yank aircraft would be assigned exclu-
sively to the Pacific area of responsibility and op-
erated by the Combat Spear unit there.

By the end of February 1972, MOD-70 instruc-
tors and students had flown more than 450 hours
in aircraft 64-0561 and 64-0562. The new radar
performed well during the test period, especially
considering the availability of spare parts and the
experience of maintenance personnel. The Texas
Instruments technical representative, Niel Staub,
along with dedicated Air Force maintenance tech-
nicians assigned to Detachment 4, were respon-
sible for much of this early success. Through the
entire test period, the radar did not once perform
below designed system tolerances while in the
terrain-following mode. Pilots liked the new radar,
although numerous fail indications frequently in-
terrupted low-level radar operations. In most
cases the left-seat pilot switched the mode-selector
control rapidly between selected outputs (called
mode toggling) and usually cleared the malfunc-
tion indication. Another aircrew concern was that
the ground-mapping mode was severely degraded
during operations in poor weather. The effective
range of the KA band radar was reduced to
three to five miles when flying in visible precipi-
tation. The most severe problem experienced by
the aircrew was illumination of the radar air-fail
light during high-level operations. When climbing
to altitude, radar cooling was insufficient above
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16,000 feet, thus rendering the radar inopera-
tive above that point. High-altitude low-opening
drops were routinely made up to 25,000 feet.
This deficiency was noted as unacceptable by
the test crew.5!

Throughout the test phase the LN-15J inertial
navigation system was the primary navigational
mode used by the crew. The aircraft seldom
strayed more than one-half NM off track. When
the Loran C and Doppler were used as the pri-
mary navigational modes, their performances were
closely monitored by the navigators to ensure ac
curate system operation. Early flights determined
that the position of the aircraft remained within
one-fourth NM of the flight-plan track when inte-
grated navigation modes were utilized.%

The MOD-70 aircraft proved to be a major ad-
vancement in the capabilities of Combat Talon.
Beginning in the fall of 1971, as aircraft were
modified by LAS Ontario, deficiencies found by the
318th test crew and squadron permanent-party in-
structors were corrected by the contractor and in-
corporated into the MOD-70 design. The second
MOD-70 aircraft, 64-0561, was delivered to the
318th on 22 December 1971. At the close of the
year, the 318th had three permanent-party crews
trained in the MOD-70 weapons system and pos-
sessed three aircraft—MOD-70 aircraft 64-0561,
64-0562, and nonmodified aircraft 64-0571—with
aircraft 64-0558 in MOD-70 upgrade at LAS On-
tario.’® In summary, 1971 had been a watershed
year for Combat Knife. The unit that had begun as
a flight of the 779th TCS had grown to Detach-
ment 2 of the 1st SOW, thence to a fully manned
special operations squadron—the 318th SOS.

1972: Combat Talon 64-0558
IsLost Over South Carolina

As 1972 began MOD-70 testing was in full
swing. The squadron was awarded the TAC Unit
Achievement Award for accident-free operations
during the period 17 January 1971-16 January
1972. The squadron also participated in Exercise
Gallant Hand 72 with one aircraft and crew. The
mission aircraft launched out of Pope AFB for a
Special Forces A-Team airborne infiltration into
the Fort Hood, Texas, area. The air-dropped team
conducted reconnaissance operations and pre-
pared a landing site for a subsequent air-mobile
assault. The crew recovered at Canon AFB, New
Mexico, after the drop and flew a second mission
the next day. After departing Canon AFB the air-
crew flew a diversionary penetration into the Fort
Hood area with F-4C fighter interceptors scheduled
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to intercept the aircraft. The fighters were a no-
show, but all other facets of the sortie were exe-
cuted as planned. Other than not having suffi -
cient time for mission planning, the exercise
was deemed a success with the aircrew getting
realistic training while supporting US Army
Special Forces.5

The TAC ORI team visited the 318th from 3
to 6 April and administered an ORI to the
squadron. The rating given to the squadron by
the ORI team was an overall satisfactory. Col
Daniel J. Gibson, the ORI team chief, however,
stated that the 318th SOS had performed in an
excellent manner and that the ORI was one of
the best he had seen.®

As MOD-70 aircraft continued to come off the
line at LAS Ontario, aircraft were shuffled be-
tween the three operational squadrons. By the
end of June 1972, the 318th SOS had four air-
craft assigned and three possessed—64-0558,
64-0559, 64-0568, and 64-0572 (at LAS Ontario
for modifications).%¢ Throughout the period, the
squadron continued a heavy training load that
included Fulton STARS intercepts. During the
first three months of 1972 alone, the 318th per-
formed 103 day and 126 night surface-to-air re-
coveries.5” With the large number of intercepts
accomplished, squadron personnel maintained a
high degree of proficiency in the system. Fulton
intercepts, utilizing a training dummy or a can-
vas sandbag, were routinely included in exer-
cises in which the squadron participated. TAC
leadership did not feel that the risks associated
with a live surface-to-air recovery were justified
during training. The system was, however, fully
man-certified and capable of performing a live
pickup at any time. On 24 July the 318th dem-
onstrated the Fulton system to members of the
10th Special Forces Group at Fort Devens, Mas-
sachusetts, during the closing day of Exercise
Rocky Rival. During the period 21-22 August,
four Fulton STARS were flown in support of Ex-
ercise Cabot Sound VI at Union, South Caro-
lina. Between 30 August and 5 September, the
squadron performed five surface-to-air recoveries
at the Canadian International Air Show,
Toronto, Canada. From 19 to 22 September, the
318th made two additional STARS intercepts at
the Eglin AFB Open House in Florida®® The pur-
pose of these demonstrations was to familiarize

potential customers with the Fulton capability
and to publicize special operations. (Funding was
tenuous for special operations as the Vietnam
War wound down, and public relations events
were deemed essential by TAC to spread the
word about SOF.)

During the month of October, the 318th de-
ployed one aircraft and crew plus a support
package to RAF Sculthorpe, United Kingdom,
and participated in field training exercise (FTX)
Flintlock V. Flying in Europe was a new experi-
ence for most of the aircrew as they received
some of the most realistic training of the year.
November found squadron personnel deployed
to Elmendorf AFB, Alaska, to brief the staff of
the Alaskan Command on capabilities of the
Combat Talon. A Fulton STARS demonstration
was made during the visit. There were three
other exercises that the squadron participated
in during the fall, including Brave Shield IlI,
Gobi Springs VIII, and Brass Key 1.%° The fall
period was extremely busy with the squadron
committed to numerous JCS exercises after a
spring and summer that required much of the
unit’s effort be expended on training replace-
ment crews for SEA.

Asthe year ended tragedy struck the squadron.
On 5 December 1972, while on a continuation
training mission near Conway, South Carolina,
Combat Talon 64-0558 collided with an F-102
aircraft assigned to the South Carolina Air Na-
tional Guard during airborne intercept training
maneuvers. The F-102 impacted the Talon in
the area of the right external fuel tank, result-
ing in the loss of both aircraft and all souls on
board.* 8

The crash of Combat Talon 64-0558 marked
the loss of the third aircraft of the original 14
modified in 1965. The year 1973, however,
would prove to be the largest growth period for
Combat Talon since its inception even though
aircraft 64-0558 was not replaced by another
production aircraft. Project Heavy Chain ceased
operations in 1973, and the four aircraft as-
signed to that program were transferred to
Combat Talon. Aircraft assigned to Heavy
Chain and subsequently transferred to Combat
Talon included 62-1843 (originally 64-0506), 63-
7785 (originally 64-0507), and two of the origi-
nal 14 Combat Talonsthat had been transferred

*The 318th SOS Combat Talon crew lost in the accident included Capt Douglas S. Peterson, pilot; Lt Col Donald E. Martin,instructor pilot; 2d
Lt Douglas L. Thierer, cadet pilot; Capt John R. Cole, navigator; Maj Keith L. Van Note, navigator; Capt Marshall J. Dickerson, EWO; Capt Louis
R. Sert, instructor EWO; SSgt Billy M. Warr, flight engineer; TSgt Claude L. Abbott, flight engineer; TSgt Robert E. Doyle, instructor flight
engineer; SSgt Gilmore A. Mikley Jr., radio operator; and A1C Gerald K. Faust, loadmaster.
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to Heavy Chain in 1966—64-0564 and 64-0565.*61
At the close of 1972, however, the 318th SOS pos-
sessed only two Combat Talons—64-0559 and 64-
056852

1973: HSLLADS Capability
Comesto Combat Talon

The New Year was a tough one for the 318th.
The loss of aircraft 64-0558 and its crew was a
severe blow to squadron morale. But there was
little time to reflect on the loss as taskings
mounted during the first three months of the
year. The squadron was assigned aircraft 64-
0562 to replace 64-0558 and had three pos-
sessed by the end of the quarter—64-0559, 64-
0562, and 64-0568.5% In addition to a heavy Air
Force training load, the schoolhouse produced
four pilots and two navigators for the 1115th
Marine Air Support Squadron, US Marine
Corps. The Marine crew was trained in all
phases of Combat Talon operations, except the
Fulton STARS capability. (The Air Force was
the sole military service operating the Fulton
system.) On 8 February one C-130E(CT) Com-
bat Talon flew an employment training mission
in support of the US Navy SEAL special opera-
tions forces. The mission consisted of the air-
drop of eight SEALs into a designated water
drop zone on Chesapeake Bay and marked the
first such support for the squadron. The event
opened a new chapter in joint-service operations
between the 318th and US Navy SEALs that
would become a permanent mission for Talon
crews worldwide.%

Also in February 1973, the 318th adopted a
new squadron emblem in a ceremony at Pope
AFB. The new emblem was unveiled by the
squadron commander, Colonel Bagnani and the
squadron operations officer, Colonel Hellier. The
emblem was symbolic of the unit and the Air
Force, with ultramarine blue and golden yellow
used in the design. The primary feature of the
new emblem was a stylized bird prominently posi-
tioned in the center of the patch. The upper two-
thirds portion of the bird was black and the lower
one-third was white, signifying the proportion of
the flying mission spent during darkness and day-
light. The lower white portion of the emblem de-
picted the general shape of a hook and repre-
sented the unit’s unique Skyhook aerial recovery
capability.® The new emblem was an immediate
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success and served the 318th until it moved to
Hurlburt Field, the following year. When the 8th
SOS was established at Hurlburt Field and ab-
sorbed the 318th’s aircraft, personnel, and equip-
ment, the emblem was incorrectly adopted by the
newly designated squadron. The emblem re-
mained unchanged until the mid-1990s, when the
CSAF directed areview of all unit emblems. As a
result of the review, the 8th SOS (the second old-
est continuously active squadron in the Air Force)
was authorized to adopt a new emblem. The effort
resulted in an official patch that resembled the
original 318th Blackbird emblem.

USAF Photo

After squadron members submitted designs during a
contest to create a new unit patch, the winning entry
was unveiled during a squadron ceremony in February
1973.

The operation’s tempo remained very high
through the spring of 1973. In June the 318th was
given itsannual ORI, which was accompanied by a
management effectiveness inspection. From 6 to 9
June all facets of operational readiness were
evaluated by the TAC inspector general and his
team. At the completion of the combined inspec-
tion, the squadron was awarded an overall satis-
factory rating.6®

The most significant event for the 318th SOS
for 1973 was the OT&E of the HSLLADS. The
test began on 10 August 1973 and continued for
the next two months, ending on 25 October. Lt
Col Irl L. Franklin, who had recently returned
from duty with the 7th SOS in Germany and

*Before MOD-70 aircraft 64-0564 and 64-0565 had the Skyhook radome removed and a standard C-130E round nose installed. Aircraft 64-0564
was lost in the Philippines in 1981, and hydraulic plumbing and electrical wiring for the Fulton recovery system were removed from aircraft

64-0565 during MOD-90.
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assigned to the USAF Tactical Air Warfare Center
at Eglin AFB, Florida, was the project director. The
318th project officer was Maj J. J. Clary. Project
loadmasters assigned to validate rigging and air-
drop procedures for the new system were CM Sgt
Jesse R. Goddard and TSgt Charles E. Glentz, both
assigned to the TAWC at Eglin AFB along with
Franklin. The HSLLADS test was conducted under
TAC Project Order 73A-079T. The remainder of the
aircrew and the test aircraft was sourced from the
318th SOS (see chap. 2 for test results).5”

As the HSLLADS test continued at Eglin
AFB, the 318th continued its heavy exercise and
formal school schedule. From 10 to 23 August,
the squadron deployed one aircraft and support
personnel to Alaska to participate in Exercise
Ember Dawn V/Punch Bowl XIX. Squadron par-
ticipation in the exercise was a follow-on to the
briefings and demonstrations given by unit per-
sonnel the previous November at Elmendorf
AFB. The primary objective of the deployment
was to provide initial orientation and training
for the Alaskan Command in the employment of
the Combat Talon weapons system. Before this
exercise the Alaskan Command had no experi-
ence with Combat Talon and had no knowledge
of the proper employment of the weapons sys-
tem during a contingency. The aircraft actually
supported aggressor forces during the exercise,
but its tactical application in a combat scenario
was highlighted to the Alaskan Command staff.
The deployment was the first in an annual se-
ries to Alaska.®® One systemic problem identi-
fied during the Alaskan deployment was the
need for a ground-based radio station to support
aircraft operations. The Combat Talon had an
extensive radio package on board and a highly
trained airborne radio operator; yet, there was
no way to communicate back to the controlling
agency responsible for the mission. The aircraft
could communicate with air traffic control facili-
ties and to personnel on the drop zone but not
back to its higher headquarters. In SEA Combat
Spear maintained a small ground-based radio
station at Nha Trang AB, but SOG was respon -
sible for providing communications links during
operational missions. Combat Spear aircraft
usually operated from its home base; therefore,
deployable communications equipment was
rarely required. The 7th SOS, on the other hand,
spent alarge amount of itstime deployed and was
the pioneer in developing a deployable aircr aft war
reserve spares kit (WRSK) and a communications
package for support while on the road. Because of
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the Alaskan deployment, the 318th recommended
that TAC commission a study to determine the
feasibility of adding ground radio equipment to
themobility packagefor thesquadron ®®

From 25 August to 23 September, the 318th
deployed an aircrew to Flintlock VI and flew
with the 7th SOS during the course of the exer-
cise. As in the previous year, personnel were
challenged with realistic mission scenarios that
included the special operations mission plan-
ning process and a realistic near-wartime foot -
ing of participants.® To help offset the many
flying requirements placed on the unit, on 27
August the 318th was assigned Combat Talon
64-0566 as a nonoperational training asset. The
aircraft had been stationed in the Pacific Com-
bat Spear unit after a brief stay with the 7th
SOS in Europe. The assignment of aircraft 64-
0566 increased the number of 318th Combat
Talons to four, with one committed to the
TAWC HSLLADS test through October.”

On 1 December 1973 Colonel Bagnani relin-
quished command of the 318th to Lt Col Peter
K. Nikonovich’? Colonel Nikonovich would have
his hands full during 1974 with the move of his
squadron from Pope AFB to Hurlburt Field,
Florida. The HSLLADS test had been completed
in October, and actions were under way to
source materials needed to assemble the SEDS
and associated HSLLADS equipment. The
squadron was back to having four aircraft as-
signed, closing out the year with Combat Talons
64-0559, 64-0562, 64-0566, and 64-0568. The
year 1973 had been a good one for the Pope-
based Combat Knife unit after the loss of air-
craft 64-0558 the previous year.

Lt
USAF Photo

Combat Talon aircraft on the Hurlburt Field ramp,
circa 1973. Note the black and green camouflage paint
that masksthe aircraft identification numbers.



1974: The 8th SOS s
Established in Florida

January saw a continuation of 318th support to
the SEALSs, which had begun the previous year.
FTX Snatch Block 74 was scheduled from 15
January to 15 February and consisted of three
missions flown out of Pope AFB. The mission pro-
file included on loading SEAL team platoons out
of Langley AFB, Virginia, and air-dropping them
into the Atlantic Ocean south of Moorehead City,
North Carolina. The missions were plagued with
delays due to severe weather and high seas off the
eastern coast, and only one of the three scheduled
missions went as planned. The one successful
mission marked the first time a Combat Knife
crew air-dropped a SEAL team into the open
ocean followed by a team linkup with a US Navy
support ship.” The exercise was similar to one
accomplished by the 7th SOS off the coast of
Greece the previous year.

The 318th participated in a second Alaskan
Command exercise from 14 to 27 February
named Ace Card VII/ Punch Card XX. One Com-
bat Talon and crew, along with 24 support per-
sonnel, departed Pope AFB on 14 February and
flew to McChord AFB, Washington, by way of
Dyess AFB, Texas. After a minimum crew rest
period at McChord AFB, the aircraft continued
on to Eielson AFB, Alaska, where it remained
for the exercise. Ace Card exercises were con-
ducted during the coldest part of the winter to
test participants’ ability to operate in severe
cold weather. Twenty-one Air Force units, three
Army units, and one SEAL team participated
along with Canadian and Norwegian forces. The
Combat Talon flew resupply, Fulton STARS,
and infiltration/exfiltration missions. The tem-
perature was cold, with the average tempera-
ture during the deployment at —30 degrees
Fahrenheit and with lows often dipping to —65
degrees. After flying 14 employment sorties, in-
cluding two Fulton recoveries, personnel re-
turned to Pope AFB on 27 February. The crew
made a refueling stop at K. |I. Sawyer AFB,
Michigan, during the return trip.”* In the after
action report to TAC, Nikonovich again reiter-
ated the need for a ground-based radio station.
He envisioned an HF secure net that was com-
patible with other systems deployed worldwide.
Nikonovich noted that Combat Spear in the Pa-
cific and Combat Arrow in Europe already had
the capability.”

As mentioned earlier, the personnel and equip-
ment of the 318th SOS relocated to Hurlburt
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Field during the first half of 1974 and were as-
signed to the 8th SOS. As part of the relocation
process, the squadron was renamed the 8th
SOS. Nikonovich and his staff worked tirelessly
to make the move a smooth one. On 1 March
1974 the 8th SOS (which was in a caretaker
status) was officially reassigned from Thir-
teenth Air Force, Clark AB, Philippines, to the
1st SOW at Hurlburt Field, Florida, by Head-
guarters TAC Special Order GA-2, dated 22
January 1974 and amended by TAC Special Or-
der GA-6, dated 8 March 1974. The unit was
moved without equipment or personnel in ac
cordance with PACAF Movement Order 2, dated
15 February 1974.7

While preparing for its move, the 318th accom-
plished another first when it deployed a crew
(sans aircraft) to the Pacific on 8 March to partici-
pate in Foal Eagle 74 in Korea. From 14 to 24
March the 318th crew flew six exercise missions
and logged 17.9 hours in Combat Spear aircraft. A
significant achievement for the 318th crew was its
checkout in the Combat Spear aircraft, which was
equipped with the more powerful Dash-15 en-
gines.” All four Combat Spear aircraft, equipped
with the larger engines and having no Fulton
STARS capability, had been transferred from Pro-
ject Heavy Chain to the 1st SOS the previous fall.
Through the transfer, the 318th received aircraft
64-0567. The squadron was manned and equipped
for only four operational aircraft, with Combat
Talon 64-0566 remaining assigned to the 318th as
a nonoperational fifth asset.

As April arrived preparations accelerated for
the pending move to Florida. On 15 April an
advance party from the 318th moved from Pope
AFB to Hurlburt Field. The advance party was
tasked with making preparations for the unit's
move, which was to be completed by the end of
June. On 8 May the first 318th load of nonmo-
bility cargo was moved to Hurlburt Field, fol-
lowed by a second load on 15 May. On 20 May
one-half of the assigned squadron personnel
moved to Hurlburt Field. From 22 to 29 May
two additional loads of nonmobility cargo were
moved. On 31 May, three of the 318th’s Combat
Talons were loaded at Pope AFB for an early
morning departure to Florida the next day. On 1
June 1974 the three 318th aircraft flew to
Hurlburt Field, where the squadron was offi -
cially inactivated. The aircraft and personnel
became part of the 8th SOS on that date. On 3
June the two remaining Combat Talons still at
Pope AFB flew five loads to Hurlburt Field,
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making multiple sorties to accomplish the taskin
one day. On 4 and 5 June three TAC C-130 air-
craft moved multiple loads from Pope AFB to
Hurlburt Field, and on 6 June the last load was
moved by a unit-assigned Combat Talon . The unit
move was officially complete with the 318th SOS
deactivated and the 8th SOS operational as part
of the 1st SOW.”® The five aircraft transferred and
assigned to the 8th SOS in June of 1974 were
64-0559, 64-0562, 64-0566, 64-0567, and 64-0568.

The squadron would operate its Combat Talons
out of Hurlburt Field for the next 25 years. In
addition to fulfilling its operational commitments
in the Pacific, Europe, and South America, the 8th
SOS would staff the formal Combat Talon School
as had its predecessor at Pope. Many victories,
and some failures, would be realized by the squad-
ron. In the summer of 1974, however, as everyone
settled into assigned facilities at Hurlburt Field,
life was good in the Florida Panhandle.
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Chapter 4

Combat Spear
(The Vietnam War Years: 1966-74)

Cannon to right of them,
Cannon to left of them,
Cannon behind them

Volleyed and thundered;
Stormed at with shot and shell,
While horse and hero fell,
They that had fought so well
Came through the jaws of Death,
Back from the mouth of Hell,
All that was left of them,

Left of six hundred.

Stray Goose Deploysto Vietnam

By the summer of 1966, four aircraft and six
aircrews, along with associated maintenance and
support personnel, were ready for deployment to
SEA under the code name Combat Spear (Pacific-
based, PACOM-assigned). Remaining Combat Tal-
ons were designated Combat Arrow (European-
based European command [EUCOM]-assigned)
and Combat Knife (US-based, TAC-assigned).
Special Order G-225, dated 22 July 1966, estab-
lished Detachment 1, Headquarters 314th Troop
Carrier Wing, at Ching Chang Kuang AB, Taiwan,
effective 1 September 1966. Aircraft and crews ar-
rived at CCK on 12 September 1966 and began
operations?

The final beddown location of Detachment 1
was Nha Trang AB, Republic of Vietnam, but due

Photo courtesy of Gerald R. Paulsen

Col Don Britton, first commander of Stray Goose De-
tachment 1, 314th TCW, in the cockpit of a Combat
Spear aircraft.
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—Alfred Lord Tennyson
The Charge of the Light Brigade

to nonavailability of facilities there in September
1966, further forward deployment of the unit was
delayed. The 14th Air Commando Wing (later the
14th Special Operations Wing) was located at
Nha Trang AB and served as the host wing for
the deployed Combat Talon aircraft. The wing
had neither ramp space for the aircraft nor billet-
ing space for personnel due to other programs
tentatively scheduled for the base. The original
deployment schedule called for two aircraft and
associated support personnel to be in place at Nha
Trang AB by 15 September; however, only a small
number of personnel were at Nha Trang AB by
that date.? Throughout the fall of 1966, Seventh

o
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Photo courtesy of Gerald R. Paulsen

When Combat Spear deployed to Nha Trang AB in the
fall of 1966, there were no aircraft revetments on the
ramp to protect the aircraft. A year later, one aircraft
would be lost and another seriously damaged during a
mortar attack on the base. SSgt Gerald R. Paulsen isin
front of a Combat Talon, Nha Trang AB, 1966.
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AF, the numbered air force designated to provide
support to the Combat Spear unit, prioritized bas-
ing options at Nha Trang AB, and by the end of
the year, Detachment 1, 314th TCW was settled
and in full operation.

The chain of command was not explained to
squadron members until after they arrived in-
theater. In fact, command lines were never for-
mally laid out for all squadron members, but senior
leadership in the unit was briefed. Operational con-
trol of the unit was exercised by Military Assistance
Command, Vietnam, Studies and Observation
Group (MACVSOG, or more commonly shortened to
SOG), located in Saigon. Administrative command
(ADCOM) was originally exercised through the
314th TCW to Seventh AF, but by 1967 it had been
transferred from the 314th to the 14th Air Com-
mando Wing (ACW). PACAF was the Magor Com-
mand (MAJCOM) to which Seventh AF reported,

USAF Photo

From the time of its initial deployment to SEA in 1966
until it relocated to Kadena AB, Okinawa, in 1972, Com-
bat Spear operated under operational control of SOG.
Combat Talon and Heavy Hook provided fixed-wing
support, while the 20th SOS provided rotary-wing lift.
Pictured isthe official patch of MACVSOG.
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and PACOM was the Unified Command responsi-
ble for the Pacific theater. OPCON of the Combat
Talons meant that Studies and Observation Group
(a joint headquarters commanded by a US Army
colonel) had mission-tasking authority over the
unit, but all support requirements were the respon-
sibility of Seventh AF. From the beginning distrust
and misunderstandings arose between Seventh AF
and SOG over who “owned” the Talons. The flying
unit was often at odds with both headquarters. The
basic concern of Seventh AF was the proper utiliza-
tion (as defined by Seventh AF) of critical Air Force
assets. It was not until the summer of 1969 that the
issue came to the forefront. From 1966 until the
stand-down of SOG in 1972, however, the Combat
Talons operated under less-than-ideal conditions
due to this misunderstood chain of command.

When the unit moved to Nha Trang AB from
CCK inthefall of 1966, commanding officers were
allowed to live downtown in government-funded

Photo courtesy of Harold E. Tuttle

The Anh Hoa Hotel was leased by Stray Goose-assigned
officersin downtown Nha Trang City and served as the
unit’s bachelor officers quarters (BOQ) until September
1969.

Photo courtesy of George Powell

Exterior view of the enlisted quarterson NhaTrang AB.



quarters and were provided their own transporta-
tion. Colonel Britton was authorized a 1958
Chevrolet four-door sedan. Stray Goose officers
were also allowed to live downtown at their own
expense and were provided an open-air World
War |l-era command pickup, which became the
responsibility of the copilot of crew SG-01. The
Anh Hoa Hotel, located in downtown Nha Trang
City, was leased by the Stray Goose officers and
became an unofficial bachelor officer’s quarters.
With heavy maintenance done at CCK, personnel
were frequently given the opportunity to travel
back and forth and acquire items in short supply
in Vietnam, including soap, fans, bicycles, motor-
cycles, and water heaters. Additional duties were
assigned at the Anh Hoa Hotel to keep it running
smoothly—mess officer, club manager, and hotel
manager were key duties that required many
hours of additional commitment. Within six
months the facility was the envy of everyone and
was the only one of itstype in SEA. Enlisted per-
sonnel were required to live in the barracks on
Nha Trang AB, but they too set about improving
their quarters, as did the officers.?

With its own transportation assigned, Detach-
ment 1 personnel handled their transportation
needs internally both on and off base. As a result,
the unit was able to isolate itself from the rest of
the base population, which was important due to
the sensitive nature of its SOG mission. Although
the host wing performed some maintenance func-
tions, heavy maintenance was done in Taiwan.
Approximately every six weeks, an aircrew would
take a Talon to CCK and remain there for three to
four days while the scheduled maintenance was
being accomplished.

Two major problems associated with Detach-
ment 1 during this period were training deficien-
cies for the aircrews and lack of test equipment
and spare parts for unique electronic gear on the
aircraft. Accelerated training was performed dur-
ing November and December in Taiwan and in
the Philippines to correct training deficiencies.
(It took most of September and all of October for
the unit to set up routes and begin quality low-
level training.) Electronic equipment repair con-
tinued to be a problem during the early Talon
deployment to SEA because of the long lead time
from the supplier to the field and because of limited
spares.®

During a pilot proficiency sortie flown out d
CCK on 24 September 1966, aircraft 64-0561 expe-
rienced a potentially catastrophic main landing-
gear malfunction. Maj Albert P. Blosch was giving
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USAF Photo

Aircraft 64-0561 with left main landing gear hanging
from the aircraft. The aircraft was flown from CCK AB,
Taiwan, to Kadena AB, Japan, where Lt Col Albert P.
Blosch made a perfect landing on the foamed runway.

Capt Samuel R. Rose an instructor upgrade ride
when the malfunction occurred. The crew had
completed 36 touch-and-go landings when the
control tower called advising them that the left
main landing gear was hanging below the air-
craft. A similar malfunction on a slick C-130 had
resulted in aircraft destruction and loss of the
crew while landing at Ton Son Nut AB in Viet-
nam. Recognizing the severity of the situation,
Blosch requested foam be laid down on the run-
way. Due to a previous C-130 crash at Ton Son
Nut, the aircraft was diverted to Kadena AB, Ja-
pan, where foam was available, and the political
repercussions of an aircraft crash was less than in
Taiwan. It was 1600 local time when the malfunc-
tion occurred at CCK; therefore, a night landing
at Kadena AB was required. Blosch was a highly
experienced C-130 aircraft commander, having
logged more than 2,000 flying hours in the C-130
aircraft and 1,500 hours in civilian crop-duster/
sprayer-type airplanes. He had also completed a
previous combat tour in Vietnam before being as-
signed to Combat Talon. He was the right man to
have at the controls of the Combat Talon during
the emergency.

Blosch requested 5,000 feet of foam be laid on
the diagonal runway at Kadena AB. The flying
safety officer at Kadena AB demanded that for
security reasons all airfield lights be extinguished
until after the emergency. There were thunder-
storms moving into the Kadena AB area, thus al-
lowing time for only 4,500 feet of foam to be laid.
With the airfield in total darkness, the Combat
Talon crew had to locate the approach end of the
runway by utilizing the lights of a “follow-me”
jeep that was positioned with its headlights at the
beginning of the runway. Blosch shot the ap-
proach so that the predominant crosswind came
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from the aircraft’s right, thus requiring a right-
wing low approach. With the right-wing low ap-
proach compensating for the crosswind, the left
main gear was held off the runway until the last
moment as the airspeed decreased. Once on the
runway, Blosch used inboard differential power
and nose-wheel steering to maintain aircraft con-
trol, and he directed shutdown of the outboard
engines as the aircraft slowed to prevent contact
of the number one propeller with the runway if
the aircraft settled on its left side. As the aircraft
slowed, the left main gear seated itself under the
fuselage of the aircraft, and the aircraft came to a
stop in a wings-level position. The landing used
every foot of available foam, with the nose gear
ending up on the runway and the main gear rest-
ing in the foam. The aircraft suffered only minor
damage requiring minimal costs to repair. After a
wash job and on-scene repairs, the Talon was
flown back to CCK. Due to security considera-
tions, Colonel Britton determined that he could
not submit the crew for any formal recognition,
and the landing itself was recorded as a normal
landing. Maintenance did determine the cause of
the malfunction, and action was taken to rectify
the problem fleetwide.®

As Detachment 1 refined its war-fighting skills
in Taiwan and in the Philippines, SOG air opera-
tions continued to expand. First Flight Detach-
ment, also located at Nha Trang AB with its C-123
Heavy Hook aircraft, flew infiltration and resup-
ply missions into North Vietham. With combat
missions over North Vietnam being flown by 1st
Flight, the immediate concern of SOG planners
when Combat Talon arrived in country was the
tremendous logistics backlog of SOG equipment
throughout Vietnam. The greater load carrying
capability of the C-130 aircraft made it the air-
craft of choice over the C-123 to reduce this back-
log. An SOG officer related the situation in the
following interview:

There was a tremendous backlog of logistic supplies to
be moved. Most of the cargo could be airlifted by 7AF
outfits. However, because of the classification of some of
the cargo, it was very difficult to have the [logistics]
people at that point in time to make a complete switch
into the 7AF system. As aresult, MACSOG hauled tre-
mendous tonnage with MACSOG available aircraft. . . .
(After) the C-130s arrived and helped reduce the back-
log, we were able to identify cargo that was to be han-
dled strictly by 7AF. However, all special cargo contin-
ued to be handled with C-123 and C-130 SOG aircraft
(and acivilian C-45 and C-47 on contract).”

The first logistics support mission was flown in
support of Shining Brass by Combat Talon aircraft
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Photo courtesy of Richard H. Sell

Combat Spear and Heavy Hook aircraft moved SOG
supplies throughout South Vietnam supporting joint re-
quirements. Here, aircraft 64-0561 unloads supplies at
Hue-Phu Bai.

Photo courtesy of Obie Hill

Combat Spear aircraft delivering supplies destined for
the Central Highlands, Ban Me Thuot AB, Vietnam.

of Detachment 1 on 20 October 1966; the first
PSY OPS |eaflet-drop mission was flown on 3 No-
vember; and the first OPLAN 34A resupply and
agent delivery mission was flown on Christmas
Day 19662 (Project Shining Brass was the fore-
runner of Project Fire, which involved the infiltra-
tion and resupply of a specially recruited force of
Nungs into Laos.) The UW-modified C-123 air-
craft of 1st Flight was the primary workhorse for
SOG air operations during 1966, although Com-
bat Talon and high-performance aircraft, such as
the F-4 and the A-1, were used to support both
airborne and psychological operations. Heavy
Hook aircraft, along with the contract C-45 and
C-47, transported 4,891,228 pounds of cargo and
13,893 passengers during the year.?

Because of the security classification of each
mission, Talon aircrews knew little information
outside the mission itself. A typical in-country
mission was flown in support of SOG moving
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Leaflets courtesy of M. O. Becnel

L eaflets were produced by US Army PSYOPS personnel and were provided to Combat Spear crews for delivery
into North Vietnam. These |leaflets were dropped during the 1966-67 period.
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cargo and personnel from one location to another.
Cargo was manifested by code word, and crew
members did not always know what they were
airlifting. Emphasis was placed on proper cargo
manifesting, including weights and cubes. Most
Special Forces camps that Combat Talon sup-
ported were serviced by austere dirt strips, thus
demanding a high degree of proficiency by the air-
crew for short-field landings®

The 11-man Combat Talon crew formed the
baseline for crew manning for tasked missions.
Crew members would be added or deleted, depend-
ing on the mission being flown. For in-country
logistics support missions, usually two pilots and
one navigator would fly, along with one flight en-
gineer, the radio operator, and two loadmasters,
for a total of seven. For PSY OPS/leaflet-drop
combat missions, additional Army or Air Force
personnel would sometimes fly as kickers (in WW
Il they were called dispatchers) and would assist
in deploying leaflets from the ramp of the air-
craft. A crew could expect to fly just over 400
hours during a 12-month tour in SEA.1

All cross-border missions flown in Laos, North
Vietnam, or the southwestern portion of South Viet-
nam were flown radio silent except for HF radio.
The crew monitored a pre-established HF signal
and would abort the mission at the direction of
the controlling agency. The crew also would trans
mit short preplanned Morse code messages at
critical phases of flight (i.e., penetration of hostile
airspace, completion of airdrop, mission abort, in-
flight emergency, etc.).??

A typical PSYOPS combat mission entailed
dropping leaflets from an altitude of 18,000 to
30,000 feet. A Combat Talon aircraft would
penetrate North Vietnam by way of low-altitude,
terrain-following flight, at approximately 1,000
feet AGL. At a precomputed point on the low-level
route, the aircrew would accelerate to maximum
indicated airspeed with throttles at full power.
The pilot would then raise the nose of the air-
craft and perform a maximum effort climb to
drop altitude. The aircraft would climb to the
computed drop altitude or until the predepar-
ture, computed wind vector was reached, which-
ever came first. The computed wind vector was
sometimes found at an altitude below that planned
for the drop. Wind vector was more important to
a successful leaflet drop than the altitude from
which the leaflet left the aircraft because drift
of the leaflet determined where it would reach
the ground. Once the drop was complete, the
aircraft descended swiftly back into low-level
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Photo courtsy of Richard H Sell
Combat Spear C-130s were ideally suited for hauling
large, heavy loads. A huge load of ammunition is off-
loaded from aircraft 64-0561 at Hue-Phu Bai in 1967.

terrain-following flight to minimize exposure to
enemy threats. If athreat were encountered dur-
ing the pop-up maneuver that had the potential to
destroy the aircraft, the aircrew would execute an
escape maneuver. The escape maneuver was per-
formed by reducing power to flightidle on all four
engines, retracting the flaps, closing the ramp
and door if open, lowering the nose, and banking
up to 60 degrees left or right. Maximum descent
would occur at approximately 320 KIAS when de-
scending from 20,000 feet. The critical part of the
maximum effort descent was keeping the air-
craft’s relative position established with the
ground. The navigator determined where the
aircraft was positioned in relation to the terrain
beneath the aircraft, and the pilot flying the aircraft
would maneuver left and right up to the 60 degree
limit of bank to break radar lock during the de-
scent. The aircraft would descend to emergency
safe altitude and, once cleared by the navigator,
would descend further to minimum safe altitude
(MSA), where the aircraft would then pick up its
low-level route and descend to 1,000-feet terrain-
following altitude on the preplanned escape
route.®

Combat Spear versus
Heavy Hook Capabilities

The C-123 was a proven combat veteran by
1965, whereas the C-130E was the newest trans
port aircraft in the Air Force inventory. There had
never been a comparison of the two aircraft with
emphasis on their UW capabilities. In 1965
MACV commissioned a comparative analysis of
the two weapons systems in a study titled the
“C-130E Sky Hook Study.”



The study cited the following advantages of the
Combat Talon C-130 over the Heavy Hook C-123:

1. Of the two aircraft, only the C-130 aircraft had the
growth potential to meet future payload require-
ments. Using the 463L aerial delivery system
(ADS), it could deliver three 12-foot platforms of
8,000 pounds each as opposed to approximately one
for the C-123.

2. The C-130's higher altitude envelope considerably
increased the psyop delivery capability. The longer
periods of drift of psyops material permitted drop
points in relatively undefended areas for targets in
heavily defended areas, which were inaccessible to
C-123 aircraft.

3. The C-130 was capable of significantly higher
speed, decreasing the exposure time in hostile terri -
tory.

4. The C-130's radar and terrain avoidance equipment
enabled a contour low-level profile rather than
merely alow altitude mission capability. It could be
operated in valleys out of line of sight of early warn-
ing (EW) radar and fire control systems. The C-130
had the capacity for expansion of ECM equipment
to cope with the improving air defenses in North
Vietnam. The C-123 had exhausted its stretch-out
capability due to limited payload (:apacity.14

The Combat Talon’s improved load capacity
also enhanced combat missions over North Viet -
nam by eliminating the need to stage or refuel at
Thai bases, as was the case for the C-123. Fur-
thermore, several PSY OPS leaflet drops could be
accomplished on one C-130 sortie, thus eliminat-
ing the need for multiple aircraft sorties to serv-
ice the same target area. The Combat Talon
could dispense approximately five million leaflets
on one mission, whereas Heavy Hook could dis-
pense only one-half that amount.®

Although a distinction of capabilities was made
to justify acquisition of the C-130, the difference
of capabilities between the C-123 and the C-130
was not normally a primary consideration in the
selection of an aircraft to support a particular
mission. An equitable allocation of flying hours to
both the Combat Spear and Heavy Hook units by
SOG, along with user preference, was more com-
mon criteria that determined aircraft selection.
After the development of HALO insertion meth-
odsin 1967, however, the higher-altitude capabili-
ties of the Combat Talon became a valid consid-
eration in the selection of an aircraft to support a
HALO mission!®

Heavy Hook and Combat Talon aircraft per-
formed three principal types of missions: insertion
and resupply/reinforcement of agent teams, deliv-
ery of PSYOPS material, and logistics airlift. To a
lesser degree, these aircraft were also flown in
support of aircrew proficiency and reconnaissance
team training.’
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Air Operations—1966

As 1966 came to a close, Combat Talon had
settled into its Nha Trang AB facilities. The con-
centrated training program continued throughout
the fall, and coupled with experience gained in
tactical airlift of SOG assets, the new crews sea-
soned quickly. There were three team insertions
and 28 reinforcement and resupply missions
flown by the two weapons systems. Helicopters,
high-performance aircraft, and the Combat Talon
enhanced SOG’s resupply capability, but an
evaluation of the success of aerial delivery at the
end of 1966 resulted in the development of new
airborne concepts.!®

As the air war over North Vietnam and SEA
escalated throughout 1966, increasing numbers of
Americans were falling into the hands of enemy
forces or were being listed as missing in action
(MIA). To assist in the recovery of these personnel,
MACVJ-5, in coordination with Thirteenth AF,
was tasked to establish an organization dedicated
to the recovery of these downed personnel. Sub-
sequently, on 17 September 1966, commander, US
Military Assistance Command Vietham (COMUS-
MACYV) officially activated the Joint Personnel Re-
covery Center (JPRC) under the command of Col
Harry “Heinie” Aderholt. The JPRC was also
known as the recovery studies element and was
placed within the SOG organizational structure.®

With the Fulton STARS modification, the
Combat Talon became the most capable aircraft
in SEA designed specifically for the JPRC mis-
sion. Although STARS saw limited operational
employment during 1966 and subsequent years,
it allowed Talon crews to become proficient in
recovery operations. The capability allowed SOG
to penetrate deep into North Vietnam well be-
yond the range of helicopters and to extract
downed crew members. To maintain crew profi-
ciency in this highly specialized capability, dem-
onstration recoveries were made throughout
South Vietnam, the Philippines, and Thailand.
Although actual combat recoveries were planned,
available records indicate that the system never
was used in actual combat.?®

1967: Year of Living Dangerously

As 1967 began, Combat Talon had matured to a
point whereby its aircrew could perform the full
array of demanding missions tasked by SOG.
Growing pains had been intense at Nha Trang
AB, but with excellent billeting and good aircraft
facilities, little stood in the way of a successful
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year. By the close of 1967, however, Detachment 1
would have lost two of its four assigned Combat
Talons, and 11 crew members would disappear
over North Vietnam, not to be heard from for the
next 25 years.

The First Combat Talon Resupply
Mission into North Vietnam*

The first resupply mission flown in a C-130 air-
craft over North Vietham was tasked to Detach-
ment 1, 314th TCW, for the night of 16 January
1967. Using the established unit rotation schedule
for combat missions, crew SG-5, under the com-
mand of Maj Howard Reeve, was tasked to plan
and fly the mission. An SOG OPLAN 34A road
watch team had been inserted into North Vietham
four months earlier, and the team was running
low on food and supplies. The team had been
monitoring North Vietnamese forces moving down
the Ho Chi Minh Trail towards South Vietnam.

After receiving its initial mission briefing, the
crew began its mission planning by plotting all-
known enemy threats along its ingress route. The
low-level route was planned at 500 feet above the
ground, with the drop itself set for 1,200 feet. The
crew utilized the Doppler radar to provide course
and ground speed and the Loran C for navigation.
There was only one Loran C station in SEA in
early 1967, and there were no means to get a
cross-fix to determine the aircraft’s exact location.
Consequently, the crew relied heavily on map
reading to maintain orientation with known land-
marks on the ground.

To identify prominent terrain features, the
crew was limited to a minimum of 50 percent
moon illumination and 10 to 15 miles flight visi-
bility. The weather forecast predicted marginal
visibility for the primary mission night. Being the
dry season, farmers across SEA were burning
their fields, and the smoke remained suspended
in the atmosphere without sufficient air currents
to dissipate it. Other than the marginal en route
visibility, everything else looked good for the mis-
sion. Knowing that they would have to rely al-
most exclusively on the Doppler radar to maintain
course, the crew made the decision to fly the mis-
sion as planned on 16 January due to the need to
resupply the team on the ground.

The drop zone was located 90 miles southwest
of Hanoi, surrounded by dense jungles and situa-
ted behind a low ridgeline. The crew was given a
time over target (TOT) of 0100 local, with a drop
signal consisting of five lighted flare pots ar-
ranged in a cross. The drop zone would be lighted
30 seconds either side of the TOT.

For the mission the crew planned to depart
Nha Trang AB (fig. 25) and climb to its en route
altitude. The aircraft would fly north along the
coast to Da Nang AB, then turn due west and fly
over Laos until reaching Udorn Royal Thai Air
Force Base (RTAFB), Thailand. At Udorn RTAFB
the aircraft would fly an instrument approach to
the airfield and then enter low level after execut-
ing a low approach. The Combat Talon would pro-
ceed north into Laos and continue low level until
reaching the drop zone. The return leg basically
retraced the route of flight back to Nha Trang AB.

On the night of 16 January, the crew launched
in aircraft 64-0563 and flew the first half of the
inbound route as planned. Visibility was marginal
at best (just as forecasters had predicted), thus
requiring the crew to rely on its Doppler radar as
the primary means to maintain course. About half-
way through the first half of the mission, the Dop-
pler radar failed. Without a means to maintain
course, the crew had no choice but to abort the
mission. A disappointed crew reversed course and
returned to Nha Trang AB. SOG subsequently
slipped the mission 24 hours, and the crew entered
crew rest for the mission the following night.

The night of 17 January 1967 was clear, with
15 miles of visibility and a bright moon. A weak
cool front had moved through the area during the
day and had cleared the smoke from the air. All
systems on Combat Talon 64-0563 were working
perfectly as the crew entered low level at Udorn
RTAFB. As the crew flew across the Plain of Jars
in northern Laos at 500-feet altitude, there were
numerous AAA bursts above their altitude. Enemy
forces on the ground were firing at the sound of
the Combat Talon as the aircraft passed near their
positions, but the gunners could not see the
blacked-out aircraft in time to get an accurate shot.
Two minutes before the drop, the crew slowed to
115 knots, opened the rear cargo ramp and door,
and prepared the five-bundle load for airdrop.**

*The following account was extracted from an unpublished article titled “STRAY GOOSE: Memoirs of a C-130 Special Operations Pilot,” dated
22 April 1999. The author of the article, Richard H. Sell, was one of the pilots assigned to crew SG-5. He also flew onboard the Combat Talon for the

mission.

** A slowdown below 150 knots was required since the HSLLADS had not been developed at that time. Enemy response to the airdrop indicated
that Hanoi could track the aircraft when it climbed to 1,200 feet and slowed to drop speed. Had the HSLLADS been available, the Combat Talon
could have remained at 500 feet and dropped its resupply load at 250 knots, thus eliminating the dangerous exposure of the aircraft and crew to

enemy fire.
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Figure 25. First Resupply Mission into North Vietnam, 17 January 1967 (Source: Map

provided by Richard H. Sell, Miami, Fla.)

One minute out, the aircraft climbed to 1,200-feet
altitude and stabilized on its preplanned run-in
heading. At about 30 seconds from their TOT, the
front-end crew acquired the lighted cross, and Ma-
jor Reeve maneuvered the aircraft to properly
align it with the marking. At green light, the load
exited the aircraft and impacted the drop zone
within 15 seconds of the planned TOT.

With the load clear, the left navigator called red
light, and the aircraft began aleft descending turn
to reverse course and to escape the area. While
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still descending and closing the ramp and door, the
sky lit up with tracers and AAA bursts from 23
and 37 mm shells. After several seconds of chink-
ing and dodging, the aircraft was safely egressing
the area at 500 feet above the ground and headed
to Nha Trang AB. After landing, the aircraft was
inspected and no damage was found. The post-
mission report from the team on the ground indi-
cated that four of the five bundles landed in the
middle of the drop zone, with the fifth bundle
landing 100 meters to the left of centerline.
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Photo courtesy of Richard H. Sell

Crew SG-5 that flew the 16 January 1967 resupply mis-
sion into North Vietnam. Back row, left to right: Capt
Richard H. Sell, Capt M. O. Becnel, Capt Paul Lukavic,
Maj Howard Reeve, SSgt Weldon Cameron, and SSgt
Glenn Patton. First row, left to right: A1C Melvin Gib-
son, SSgt Harold Ferguson, Capt Dean Leverenz, and
SSgt Gerald Paulsen. Not pictured is Capt James L. C.
Smith.

Several days after the mission, the crew re-
ceived a personal letter of congratulations from
Gen William Westmoreland, COMUSMACV, com-
mending them for their outstanding accomplish-
ment. For the mission, the entire crew (six officers
and five enlisted) of Stray Goose-5 was awarded
the Distinguished Flying Cross by Special Order
G-1467, dated 21 September 1967. The crew that
flew the first Combat Talon resupply drop into
North Vietnam on 17 January 1967 included M aj
Howard Reeve, Capt Marion O. Becnel, Capt
Dean A. Leverenz, Capt Paul Lukavic, Capt Rich-
ard H. Sell, Capt James L. C. Smith, SSgt Weldon
G. Cameron, SSgt Harold W. Ferguson, SSgt
Glenn L. Patton, SSgt Gerald R. Paulsen, and
A1C Melvin B. D. Gibson.

Intothe Tiger’s Mouth

As new crews came into the unit in 1967, an
organized checkout program was established to
ensure thorough theater orientation. In-country
checkout included an actual combat mission
over North Vietnam. The pilot and navigator of
anew crew would fly as auxiliary crew members
on a combat mission. Their job was to look, lis-
ten, and ask questions during the post-mission
briefing. The new crew flew as a hard crew,
with substitutions made only for duty not in-
cluding flying (DNIF) or when a crew member
was unavailable due to rest and relaxation or
previous commitments (aircraft delivery for in-
spect and repair as necessary [IRAN] in Taiwan,

86

for example). It was essential to fly asahard crew
in combat because the large Talon crew of 11 re-
quired their continual working together to reach
itsmaximum capability.?

In the early months after deployment to Nha
Trang AB, tasking flowed directly to Detachment
1 from SOG. Later organizational changes created
the deputy commander for special operations
within the 14th SOW, and this position served as
the intermediate staff agent between SOG and
the operational unit. Once a mission tasking
(known as a fragmentary, or frag, order) was re-
ceived at Nha Trang AB, the unit commander and
his staff would break out the frag and assign a
mission humber and crew. Throughout 1967 and
1968, Talon crews would average one combat mis-
sion every five to seven days. Aircrews would be
assigned against the mission on a rotational basis.
When tasking for a new mission arrived, the next
crew in line would be alerted, and the planning
process would begin. An entire 11-man crew would
fly the mission, unless someone was DNIF or other-
wise not available. A minimum of 24 hours was
required to plan a combat mission. If all vital in-
formation was not available at the beginning of
the process, SOG would forward what was initially
available and would then send additional data
when received. The final flight plan was sent to
SOG for approval once all planning was complete.
All missions were approved by SOG and PACOM
and by the National Command Authority by ex-
ception (dependent upon type of mission).#

In addition to logistics missions within South
Vietnam, Combat Talon flew in support of Army
Special Forces teams scheduled for insertion
into Laos. On these missions, the aircraft would
pick up a team at Da Nang AB or Long Bien,
then transport the team to Nakhon Phanom (NKP)
RTAFB, Thailand. Once at NKP, the team would be
covertly off-loaded into covered vehicles and taken
to the Special Forces’ compound nearby. The
compound was run by Special Forces personnel—
two officers and 13 enlisted personnel—on a per-
manently assigned basis. The teams were known
as road watch teams and consisted of two Ameri-
cans and from six to 10 indigenous personnel.?3
The special isolation facility provided the teams
with support requirements until inserted by way
of rotary-wing aircraft into Laos. On many occa-
sions, Combat Talon would pick up a team that
had been exfiltrated and was being moved back
to South Vietham. On these occasions, the aircrew
was provided a rest area in the compound so that



proper crew rest could be maintained while
awaiting arrival of the team from the field.>

Combat Talon also flew in-country infiltration
missions, where cargo and/or personnel would be
air-dropped after flying a low-level route to the
drop zone. Strict security was always maintained,
with only the loadmasters actually seeing airlifted
personnel. The procedure was used to protect both
the team and the crew in case of shootdown and
capture by the enemy.

When a crew was alerted for a combat mission,
the unit navigator began the planning process by
scheduling the next crew in line for a mission
briefing. The navigator and the intelligence officer
were the primary mission briefers. A typical com-
bat mission included low- and high-level flight op-
erations. The key to mission success was to avoid
known enemy threats and to react appropriately
to mobile or unplanned threats during the course
of the mission. The aircraft was restricted to
1,000 feet AGL for night terrain following because
of radar limitations but could fly as low as 250
feet AGL if the enemy threat warranted the lower
altitude. Terrain masking at low level, avoiding
known enemy threats, and flying during periods
of darkness were the best defenses for the Talon.
Navigation during low-level flight was accom-
plished by a combination of pilot/navigator map
reading and by radar ground-mapping tech-
niques. Each complemented the other and relied
heavily on first identifying prominent terrain fea-
tures, then locating the feature on available
maps. The initial point (IP) was usually a promi-
nent terrain feature (river bend, mountaintop,
etc.) from which final coordinates could be verified
and then updated in the drop computer. The IP to
drop zone run-in was the most critical phase of
the airdrop, since mission success depended on
airdrop accuracy.?®

Before mission execution, a no-go point was es-
tablished in the event of loss of navigation or com-
munication capability. During the course of the
mission, a communication link was maintained by
way of HF radio with a site near Clark AB, Phil-
ippines. If a crew could not establish communica-
tion with Clark AB, or if they experienced naviga-
tional equipment failure before the no-go point,
the mission would be aborted.?

The same aircrew that planned the mission
would fly it, with the exception of the unit staff
navigator. In some instances, if a mission was post-
poned, a different crew could fly the mission, but
this was rarely the case. Only the crew flying the
mission, the operations officer, and the commander,
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along with the staff navigator and intel officer
responsible for planning assistance to the crew,
knew the details of a particular mission. All mis-
sions over North Vietnam were classified Top Se-
cret (TS), limited distribution (LIMDIS), with spe-
cial category (SPECAT) access required to protect
both the Talon crew and the personnel being infil-
trated or resupplied.?

The TS-LIMDIS-SPECAT classification cre-
ated unique problems for mission deconfliction
through friendly airspace. Many times, lower-
echelon operators were not informed when a
Talon transitioned through their airspace, result -
ing in inadvertent tracking by friendly radar. De-
confliction was especially difficult with naval as
sets off the coast of North Vietnam. Invariably,
on those missions requiring coastal penetration
into North Vietnam, the Talon was detected by
friendly shipsin the Gulf of Tonkin. Radar opera-
tors on board these ships routinely were not noti-
fied of Talon operations in their area. There
never was a recorded incident where a Talon was
fired upon by friendly forces, but many nights
were spent by the aircrew worrying about the
possibility of fratricide.?

In May 1967, under the code name Daniel
Boone, limited ground reconnaissance operations
in Cambodia were approved by JCS, with the
use of rotary-wing aircraft for emergency extrac
tions only. Later revised operating procedures al-
lowed for rotary-wing insertion and exfiltration
and the use of forward air control (FAC) aircraft to
visually recon an insertion/extraction area. The
program was renamed Salem House in 1969.2° (By
1970 Combat Talon was flying Salem House re-
supply missions into Cambodia in support of the
Special Forces teams employed there.)

May also marked the first actual combat recov-
ery attempt using the Fulton STARS. The mission

T

Photo courtesy of Gerald. R. Paulsen

Combat Spear transloading an SOG team to a waiting
Air America C-7 Caribou, Nakhom Phanom, Thailand,
1966.
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involved the recovery of two downed crew mem-
bers located deep inside North Vietnam. Opera-
tion Gambler, the code name for the recovery op-
eration, began on 21 May 1967, when F-4 aircraft
dropped recovery kits near the two downed air-
men. Unfortunately, the recovery kits landed
some distance from the survivors and North Viet -
namese security elements recovered the pack-
ages, thus forcing the Combat Talon aircraft to
abort its pick-up mission. Because of this at-
tempt, SOG expressed the following limitations
of the Fulton system.

The Fulton Recovery System [STARS] has proven to be
of doubtful use in the recovery of aircrews downed in
hostile environments. If SAR forces are unable to re-
cover downed airmen due to the presence of hostile
troops, automatic weapons, anti-aircraft artillery, etc.,
it is extremely unlikely that the use of the Fulton sys-
tem will succeed where others failed. The drop of a
Fulton kit to a downed aircrew may give away their
position, and the amount of time required to retrieve
and activate the kit gives hostile forces ample time to
locate and capture the aircrew, or prepare an ambush
for the Combat Talon C-130 making the pickup.30

The Combat Spear unit continued to maintain its
high level of proficiency in the STARS, but with-
out support from SOG, there was little chance
that the system would be used operationally.

On 1 August 1967 Detachment 1, 314th Troop
Carrier Wing, changed to Detachment 1, 314th
Tactical Airlift Wing, when its parent wing
changed designation. The detachment’s relation-
ship with the 14th ACW did not change at that
time. The 14th ACW continued to function as the
host wing for Detachment 1, a tenant unit, and
SOG continued to exercise OPCON of assigned
Combat Spear assets.

Throughout 1967 Combat Spear and Heavy
Hook aircraft flew PSYOPS/leaflet drops over
North Vietnam in support of the Fact Sheet pro-
gram. An average of 60 million leaflets each
month was delivered to North Vietnam targets. In
addition to Talon and Heavy Hook aircraft, F-4s
also dropped leaflets over the North. Only 10 per-
cent of all leaflets reached the Red River delta,
however, an area that was considered by PSY OPS
planners as the key target for a successful
PSY OPS campaign. An expanded PSYOPS pro-
gram, code-named Frantic Goat, was proposed to
Lt Gen William M. Momyer, Seventh AF/CC, by
his director of operations. The goal of the Frantic
Goat program was to increase leaflet delivery to
100 million leaflets each month, with 60 million
reaching targets in the Red River delta area. The
new program permitted Combat Talon to operate
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in North Vietnam to 20 degrees north latitude.
Entry into North Vietham was by way of the
western border, and aircraft were restricted to no
closer than 20 NM from the eastern coast. Gen-
eral Momyer expressed concern over Talon opera-
tions so close to the coast due to the threat located
there, and in his 10 November 1967 approval of
the program, he directed his staff to “feel our way
into this area.”!

The issue of command and control of AF assets
committed to SOG operations continued to fester,
and by late 1967 relations between SOG and Sev-
enth AF were near the breaking point. Since 1965
the level of both special and conventional opera-
tions had risen dramatically throughout SEA. In-
creasing numbers and types of USAF aircraft sup-
ported SOG operations. Intense competition
among different activities for a limited number of
air assets became evident. The lack of defined co-
ordination channels and responsibilities between
Seventh AF and SOG led to distrust and a
strained relationship between the two organiza-
tions.* SOG was a joint unit, and its commander
was a US Army Special Forces 06 (Col Richard
Singlaub at the time Combat Spear deployed to
SEA) who was extremely security conscious and
objected to having to explain and justify to Sev-
enth AF each individual aircraft support request.
On the other hand, Seventh AF suspected that
Combat Talon and 1st Flight aircraft assigned to
support SOG were being misused and that proper
Air Force supervision was not being provided for
critical flight operations, including tactics, flying
safety, and crew protection.*®

The rapid escal ation of operations and competi-
tion for air resources was only part of the reasons
for the Seventh AF-SOG rift. The extreme sensi-
tivity of SOG activities added another complica-
tion. SOG’s requests for air support to Seventh
AF encountered difficulties because few Seventh
AF personnel were SOG-briefed. From the Seventh
AF standpoint, compartmentalization and secrecy
created concern for the proper and efficient use of
AF assets under the OPCON of SOG.*

Although specific command and control proce-
dures before 1968 were not documented in official
correspondence, various interviews and official
evaluations indicated where responsibilities rested
and problems existed. A senior Marine officer as
signed to SOG in 1966 and 1967 made the follow -
ing statement:

Early in MACSOG’s operations, the execution of air
missions was controlled almost exclusively by MAC-
SOG. Later we learned that our messages concerning
air operations were not being disseminated to the



proper people. Moreover, some of our maritime opera-
tions were being interfered with by friendly aircraft.
Finally, Seventh AF insisted on coordinating all flying
activities, including those of MACSOG. This improved
coordination and control of missions.®

An AF officer assigned to SOG during the same

period further related difficulties in command and
control and specifically cited problems in the rela-
tionship between SOG and Seventh AF:

We had communications difficulties from our facility in
Saigon in handling air operations, which originated
from bases removed from the Saigon complex. Because
of security requirements and the lack of hot line facili-
ties, in many cases our hands were tied in coordinating
air operations plans. This resulted in our recommenda-
tion to have an air operations command post, which
would have hot line communications direct to air facili-
ties and the base camps from which forces would
launch. From an AF standpoint, command relations
were rather tenuous for a while. [Complex] missions
were laid on with very short notice. This caused us a
great deal of anxiety in attempting to get support from
Seventh AF. On many occasions, the Seventh AF frag
for the next day’s combat operations was already cut.
Seventh AF would have to divert air assets from laid-on
strikes. . . . As might be expected, Seventh AF was
constantly badgering us for better advanced planning. 3¢

To rectify this unsatisfactory situation, a series
of meetings were held between SOG and Seventh
AF, and a memorandum of understanding (MOU)
was signed on 26 October 1967. The MOU was
signed by the chief of staff, Air Force (CSAF), Sev-
enth AF, and the chief, SOG, and established the
Office of Deputy Commander for Special Opera-
tions (DCSO) under the commander, 14th SOW.
In SOG terminology, the DCSO was designated
the commander, Air Studies Group (later changed
to Air Operations Group). Nha Trang-based C-
130E(l) Combat Talons and 1st Flight UWC-123
Heavy Hook aircraft were OPCON to the DCSO.
In addition, the 20th SOS UH-1 gunships were
under tactical control (TACON) to the DCSO for
SOG special operations missions.®” The underly-
ing concept of this structure was to bring the
unique operations performed by the three units
under one authority.

As a result of this MOU, OPCON of Combat
Talon and Heavy Hook flowed from SOG through
the DCSO directly to the units themselves, effec-
tively placing an intermediate organization be-
tween SOG and the unit commanders. Through
the 14th SOW, the DCSO was also responsible for
all administration and supervision of assigned
personnel, including (1) flying safety, (2) adher-
ence to AF regulations, directives, and policy, and
(3) performance of such other functions normally
associated with service responsibility. The DCSO
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had two 04s (special operations staff officers)
and one airman (administrative supervisor) to
assist him in performing assigned duties, and
he was rated by the 14th SOW commander. A
letter of performance was provided by the SOG
commanding officer for inclusion in the DCSO’s
evaluation report.’® The first DCSO was Col
David C. Collins, who was previously stationed
at Headquarters Tactical Air Command, Langley
AFB, Virginia.®

25 November 1967—L oss of Aircraft 64-0563

In November 1967 the first loss of a Combat
Talon aircraft occurred. Lt Col Thomas F. Hines
was the squadron operations officer and had a
policy of flying with all assigned crews at least on
one combat mission over North Vietham. On 25
November he was scheduled to fly a combat mis-
sion with one of his crews on aircraft 64-0563. He
and the crew had arrived at the aircraft and had
begun the preflight when he was notified by op-
erations that the mission had been canceled. By
this time the crew had completed the outside por-
tion of the preflight and was preparing to start
the cockpit checklist. Hines picked up his helmet
and flight gear and departed the flight line in the
vehicle that had brought the mission cancellation
orders. He wanted to confirm that SOG had can-
celed the mission and tried to determine why. The
remaining crew members, along with mainte-
nance personnel, buttoned-up the aircraft and de-
parted the flight-line area. Since this was the only
mission scheduled that night, the flight line was
deserted in just a few minutes. As Hines entered
the operations center of 1st Flight Detachment
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Wreckage of aircraft 64-0563 after the mortar attack on
Nha Trang AB, 25 November 1967. Note the absence of
revetmentsin the parking area.
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about a mile from where 64-0563 was parked, he
heard an explosion and turned to see the glow of
fire on the flight line from where he had just
come. He hastily made his way back to discover
that 64-0563 had taken a direct hit from an enemy
mortar shell and was totally engulfed in flames.
Had the mission gone as planned, the entire crew
would have been in their seats with engines run-
ning. In addition, maintenance and launch per-
sonnel would have been around the aircraft in
preparation for taxi. There was no doubt in Hine's
mind that many lives would have been lost had
the mission not been canceled4°

Fire trucks had responded and were pouring
foam on to the burning remains of the aircraft.
There were three Talons parked nearby and all
sustained damage, one seriously, from the ex-
ploding mortar shell. The most seriously dam-
aged aircraft required a month to complete tem-
porary repairs before being flown back to the
United States for further work. In the haste to
move another Talon parked beside 64-0563, per-
sonnel entered the aircraft and started all four
engines without resetting the engine oil circuit
breakers. The procedure for maintenance at the
time was to pull the engine oil circuit breakers
after post-flight inspections were complete. The
circuit breakers were not reset before engine
start, resulting in all four engines being de-
stroyed by lack of oil during taxi.** The heroic
effort to move the aircraft, however, undoubtedly
saved them from destruction.*

The potential loss of all four Combat Talons
stationed at Nha Trang AB was a sobering thought.
Future ramp improvements included revetments
for the aircraft, but little could be done to guard
against a direct hit. When the Tet offensive
kicked off the following January, Combat Talon
operations were temporarily moved to Taiwan,
thus taking the aircraft out of harm’s way. The
loss of aircraft 64-0563 would prove to be the only
combat loss due to ground fire in the history of
the program.

29 December 1967—L oss of
Aircraft 64-0547 and Crew S-01

Maj John Gargus was a navigator planner in
Detachment 1 during the fall of 1967. In this ca-
pacity he was responsible for briefing aircrews
and providing assistance to them during the mis-
sion planning process. On 25 December he was
notified that a combination PSY OPS/resupply

combat mission had been tasked by SOG for
launch on 28 December and was returning to Nha
Trang AB early on the 29th. The mission was
planned and launched without incident, and the
first portion was flown as planned. After an op-
erations normal HF-radio call at 0430L on 29 De-
cember 1967, not a trace was seen or heard of the
aircraft or aircrew. The aircraft did not return to
Nha Trang AB as scheduled. The loss of the air-
craft would remain a mystery for the next 25
years. The following account of the alert, plan-
ning, and execution of the mission by Combat
Talon Crew S-01, flying aircraft 64-0547, was pro-
vided by Col John Gargus, retired, USAF.

*x * * % * %

Thisis the story of Combat Talon C-130E(l), tail
number 64-0547, which was lost with its 11 crew
members on December 29, 1967, while conducting
a SOG mission over North Vietnam. After many
years of silence, Maj John Plaster authored a book,
SOG—The Secret Wars of America's Commandos
in Vietnam, in which he described exploits of com-
mandos who lost their lives on missions that had
not been brought to public attention for numerous
security reasons. The loss of this aircraft fits into
that mold. It was, according to Major Plaster, our
largest single aircraft loss over North Vietnam. |
hope that this story will honor the eleven lost crew
members and acknowledge the role of all men who
served in the Combat Talon unit, which was first
named as Detachment 1 of the 314th Tactical Air-
lift Wing, then the 15th Air Commando Squad-
ron/Special Operations Squadron and finally the
90th Special Operations Squadron.

At the time of this incident, Detachment 1, 314th
TAW was based at Nha Trang Air Base, Republic
of Vietnam, with six—eleven member crews and
four MC-130E Combat Talon | aircraft. These air-
craft were equipped with terrain-following radar,
the Fulton Recovery System, and an array of pas
sive electronic countermeasures. They were painted
with special dark green paint, which significantly
reduced their reflected radar energy, and because
of their overall appearance, they were affection-
ately called the “ Blackbirds.” They provided Mili-
tary Advisory Command Vietnam-Studies and
Observations Group (MACVSOG, or more com-
monly abbreviated to SOG) with dedicated airlift
during daytime and conducted highly classified,
clandestine missions at night. These night mis-
sions were called “combat missions” even though

*A later modification prevented engine start if the engine’s oil circuit breakers were out.
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we never intended to engage in what would cer-
tainly be a one-sided battle with the enemy. The
only arms we carried were our survival .38 caliber
pistols. We relied on our low-level terrain-following
capability, the element of surprise, and experi-
enced airmanship to fly wherever tasked over
North Vietnam.

Our “ combat missions” were generated at SOG
headquarters in Saigon. They ranged from quite
ordinary to some bizarre air-drop operations.
Thus, we would drop teams of infiltrators behind
enemy lines and then resupply them periodically.
At times we would drop specially rigged personnel
parachutes without infiltrators and imaginatively
assembled resupply loads to convince the enemy
that we had teams operating in this or that area.
Sometimes our air-dropped loads were rigged to
fall apart in the air or be booby trapped for the
NVA soldiers on the ground. There were also psy-
chological operations consisting of high-altitude
leaflet drops and low-altitude drops of pretuned
radios or gift packages to fishermen in the Gulf of
Tonkin. This was interesting and rewarding work.
It made us feel that we were making a very sig-
nificant contribution to the overall war effort by
creating considerable confusion inside the enemy’s
own territory.

To be effective in our clandestine air operations,
we had to maintain a very low profile and avoid
shoptalk with airmen of other units. Our geo-
graphical separation from SOG headquarters in
Saigon helped us in not being visibly tied to their
operations. Only a few of us (key command offi-
cials and mission planners) were permitted to visit
SOG headquarters. We were told only operational
data for which we had a need to know. We under -
stood the need for this arrangement and loyally
carried out our role as dedicated airlifters for this
important player in the war.

As we acquired more experience in performing
our assigned tasks, we became aware that there
were problems with some of the teams we sup-
ported in the North. We had to make some pecu-
liar drops with very specific instructions and, at
times, execute them under the supervision of tight-
lipped SOG jumpmasters who were assigned to fly
with us on some missions. This led us to believe
that we were dealing with probable double agents
and some questionable characters. As mission
planners we did not share these concerns with our
crews, but some details had to be disclosed when
astonished loadmasters reported to the cockpit
that our SOG jumpmasters halted the paradrop
after the first man went out and that they made
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the rest of the team sit down without offering
any explanation. Then after landing, just as the
aircraft came to a halt in its parking area, a van
would appear, and the remaining jumpers
would smartly pile into it without any comments
to the crew. Events like that and cargo loads
that were purposely rigged to foul up or break up
upon hitting the air stream had to be explained
to the crew involved.

Because the success of our missions depended
on secrecy, we were naturally apprehensive about
dealing with complete strangers who would not
speak to us. In time, we learned that some of the
teams were compromised and feared that our air-
craft could become an easy target over a drop zone.
In mission planning, we dreaded the possibility
that one day we could be directed to recover a
guestionable agent or a package from North Viet-
nam using our Fulton Recovery System. We were
known to the enemy for delivering booby-trapped
resupply bundles. A recovery of an agent or a pack-
age would be an opportune time to return the favor
and bring down a Blackbird.

There was also considerable internal secrecy in
our work. Crews were not allowed to discuss their
combat missions with other crews. Locations of
drop zones and types of delivery payloads could
not be shared with others. One could not be ex-
posed to too many details of our clandestine opera-
tions. There was always a possibility of being
forced down and captured behind enemy lines. For
this reason, Major Thompson, a C-130 navigator,
who was not a Combat-Talon-qualified crew mem-
ber, was assigned to our unit as a mission plan-
ner. As such, he knew about the locations of infil -
trated teams and about the type of airdrops we
were conducting. He did not have a crew position
and was not allowed to fly “combat missions.”
This arrangement lasted only for the duration of
his one-year tour. It also gave me, Major John
Gargus, navigator, and 1st Lt John Lewis, elec-
tronic warfare officer (EWO), both from the S-05
crew, the opportunity to succeed him when he ro-
tated to his next duty station. By that time it didn’t
matter any more that two crew members from the
same crew would become his replacements and
continue flying combat missions. We began our on-
the-job training by helping him to plan this fateful
mission. Roy Thompson, who retired as a colonel,
agreed to collaborate on putting this story to-
gether. Unfortunately his contribution was lost
forever. He passed away on 25 July 1997 before he
could join me and John Lewis in sharing his
memories of almost 30 years ago.



PRAETORIAN STARSHIP

The frag order for this fateful mission came
from SOG on Christmas Day. Our whole detach-
ment celebrated Christmas in the courtyard of
Nha Trang’s Roman Catholic Cathedral with
Christian Boy and Girl Scouts and their parents.
When we returned to our hotel after the festivities,
Roy Thompson, the dedicated mission planner for
the unit, came by to tell me that 1st Flight De-
tachment operations section had a classified mes-
sage tasking us with our next combat mission. He
wanted to know if | was interested in going with
himto review it. | was eager to see what it was all
about, so we hopped into our jeep and drove to the
Vietnamese side of the base where we shared our
secure mission planning and communications fa-
cilities with our sister unit. First Flight was an-
other SOG air asset flying C-123s with some very
interesting crew members. Their cargo specialists
assembled all our air-drop packages, rigged all
our parachutes, and even loaded the cargo for our
combat missions. We were to trust their methods
and procedures no matter how weird or foreign
the resulting drop configurations looked to our
loadmasters.

The frag order called for an unusual combat
mission. It directed us to execute two airdrops deep
inside North Vietham. The first one was to be a
high-altitude leaflet drop on an NNE heading just
west of the Red River and the second one a low-
level resupply drop on a southerly heading just
west of the Black River. We positioned ourselves in
front of a large-scale classified wall chart with nu-
merous circles of various diameters and colors that
depicted locations of known enemy defenses. We
traced a probable inbound and outbound route
with our fingers and concluded that the mission
was a feasible one. The only possible threat to our
aircraft would come during the leaflet drop when
the Blackbird would be in proximity to the Yen
Bai Air Base and its MiG interceptors or from any
other Hanoi area base that had MiGs on night
alert. Otherwise, everything else looked good. We
would be able to lay out a flight path that would
be clear of lethal ranges of all known surface-to-
air missiles (SAM) and antiaircraft artillery
(AAA).

With this accomplished, we returned to the
Anh Hoa Hotel to brief our detachment com-
mander, Lt Col Dow Rogers, and our operations
officer, Lt Col Tom Hines, on the forthcoming
combat mission. The mission was scheduled for
the night of the 28th and early morning of the
29th of December.
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At the Anh Hoa Hotel, things were in a festive
mood. Maj Charlie Claxton, who had performed
the role of Santa Claus, was now busy in the
kitchen making sure that everything was on sched-
ule for our big evening meal. We were hosting the
American officers of 1st Flight and borrowed their
gourmet cook to assist our own very capable Chi-
nese kitchen staff. Capt Gerald Van Buren, our
officers’ open mess steward, had already done his
job. He made sure that all needed kitchen supplies
either were procured in the Saigon commissary or
that they were obtained from his various contacts
at special forces operating locations. We would
trade with the special forces outposts on almost
every visit to their remote sites. San Miguel beer,
obtained on our visits to Taiwan or to the Philip-
pines, was traded for crates of fresh vegetables
grown in their neighboring montagnard villages.
Charlie Claxton was aspiring to replace Gerald
Van Buren as the mess steward when Gerald com-
pleted his one-year tour in Vietnam.

That evening we had what must have been the
best feast of our Vietnam tour. We all compli-
mented our kitchen staff, Charlie Claxton and
Gerald Van Buren for their superb performance.
Our rooftop bar activity that night was somewhat
subdued. Most of us retreated to our rooms early to
make audiotapes for our families. We all owed spe-
cial thanks to our wives for making our Vietnamese
Christmas as good as it could have been. All the
sweets, toys, and clothing for the cathedral party
and gift dispensing visits to several local orphan-
ages were sent to us by our well-organized wives.
They enlisted support of their local chambers of
commerce for donations of clothing, candy, and
gifts and arranged with the USAF for shipments of
assembled goods by opportune C-130 airlift. We
were proud of them for their contributions to this
civic action effort. Sorting of donated clothing be-
came a major undertaking, which took us several
days to complete. We sized and sorted the clothing
in the hot, unventilated upstairs storage rooms of
our operations building. Sgt Jim Williams spent
countless hours helping me in my capacity as the
unit’s civic action officer. He took charge in keeping
the effort going when some other volunteers gave up
because of uncomfortable heat and troublesome
clothing lint and dust in our improvised Santa’s
workshop. Sergeant Williams recruited SSgt Ed
Darcy to help until the clothing was finally sorted,
boxed, and labeled for distribution. During the fes-
tivities in the cathedral courtyard, both of these
young men displayed great enthusiasm in playing
games with the scouts. We all had a great time.



Christmas spirit and joy overcame all language
and age barriers.

Early the next morning Roy Thompson, John
Lewis, and | settled down in our secure planning
room where we drew out the route and prepared
master charts for the crew that was going to fly the
mission. Our master charts would be used the next
day by the mission crew members who would
study them and customize them for their personal
use.

The entire flight would take about eight hours.
It would follow our often-repeated, high-level route
from Nha Trang AB to the skyline beacon in Laos.
There the Blackbird would descend to a terrain-
following altitude and fly a short, zigzagging route
toward the first leaflet drop area. Then, after a
“short look” (rapid climb to high altitude, quick
drop, and rapid descent), the aircraft would resume
terrain following through the low-level resupply
drop and return to the skyline beacon. From that
point the aircraft would continue back home at
normal cruising altitude.

In planning our terrain-following routes, we al -
ways tried to stay away from populated areas, se-
lecting prominent radar return targets for turning
points and navigational instrument updates. A
unique feature of our terrain-following flights was
that we flew at controlled ground speeds rather
than constant airspeeds. Our aircraft was equipped
with the APN-115 terrain-following radar, which
used the aircraft's speed over the ground in its
computations for maintaining desired altitude
above the ground. Typically, we flew at 500 feet
above the ground during daytime and at 1,000 feet
at night. Flights over uneven terrain required con-
tinuous throttle adjustments to maintain our
standard 230-knot ground speed (265 miles per
hour). The pilots had a Doppler ground speed in-
dicator, which they monitored continuously. The
pilot (left seat) had an APN-115 screen, which in
one display mode traced the terrain directly ahead
of the aircraft and in another (cross-scan mode)
painted the terrain 20 degrees left and right of the
projected ground track. The radar navigator had a
third-mode option for map reading. This one gave
him a 45 degree left and right view of the aircraft’s
projected track, but when the radar was in this
mode, the terrain-following input used by the pilot
was disabled. Flying in the pilot’s left seat was
very strenuous. For all practical purposes it was
like flying a sustained instrument landing system
(ILS) approach for hours at a time. Blackbird pilots
had to fly the altitude director indicator’s (ADI) pitch
bar, which received commands based on radar
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terrain returns and Doppler ground speed. They
had to monitor their radar scope for visual terrain
signals and manipulate engine throttles to main-
tain the desired ground speed. During daytime,
well-placed cockpit windows allowed the pilot to
verify approaching terrain, but on a dark night,
this was impossible. One could not fix his eyes to
the outside through the ever-present glare of the
cockpit’s amber lights and not lose focus on the
instruments by which he had to fly. For that rea-
son it became our standard practice to have the
first pilot fly in the left seat and have the aircraft
commander sit in the right. This was the only way
he could command his 11-member crew. He could
not take time away from the instruments to focus
on even a routine in-flight problem.

Terrain following, combined with special navi-
gational and flying techniques, would get us to
where we needed to go, but our ultimate surviva-
bility over North Vietham depended on the skills
of our EWO. At that time, North Vietnam had the
most formidable air defense system in the history
of air warfare. It is true that their radars were
not the state of the art, but they were effectively
used by operators who had gained considerable
skills with them. The same could be said about the
AAA and SAM crews. Their tours of duty were not
[imited to one year like ours. They were at home
defending their country against a sophisticated al -
lied war machine for as long as their war lasted.
So these Soviet-made radars, which were first in-
troduced in Eastern Europe, were now being com-
bat tested.

Our knowledge of the locations of these radars,
combined with our low-level tactics, would get us
into most target areas without detection. Once de-
tected, however, it became the EWO’ s job to analyze
the threats these radars posed. If all radars were in
the locations we plotted on our charts, we would be
able to fly through their scanning ranges and stay
away from the effective ranges of missiles or artil -
lery they controlled. During mission planning, the
EWO would prepare a scenario that would tell him
at which point of flight and from which direction
each radar’s scan would illuminate our aircraft. If
he detected radar not plotted on his chart and the
received signal strength was stronger, indicating a
closer proximity to our flight track, he would have
to direct the pilots to change course. By monitoring
his state-of-the-art instruments, he could tell
whether the enemy radars were in routine mode or
were focused on his aircraft. In a concentrated ra-
dar signal area, such as our aircraft would enter
upon its climb-to-drop altitude, the EWO would
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receive welcomed assistance from the crew radio
operator who shared his instrument console and
sat on his left. All our radio operators became adept
EWO assistants.

Blackbird EWOs also had the capability to de-
tect and disrupt an attack by a MiG interceptor.
Using passive electronic techniques, they could
confuse a MiG long enough to enable their aircraft
to escape into hilly terrain where the interceptor’s
radar was ineffective and the pursuing pilot risked
flying into the ground.

In addition, Blackbird EWOs could dispense
highly reflective chaff, which would instantly paint
a brighter and larger target than the aircraft. With
all that equipment and our special training, we
had what we needed to conduct challenging, but
safe, operations in the hostile skies of North Viet-
nam. No one expected a large, slow, and unarmed
transport aircraft to operate in the same North Viet-
namese air space that was so challenging to the
most advanced high-performance aircraft in the
USinventory.

Our success rate over the enemy territory was
commendable. Many of our low-level missions
through North Vietnamese air space went unde
tected. Some were tracked during portions of their
flight, but always succeeded in avoiding AAA fire.
A few had to abort their high-altitude leaflet drops
when a missile-control radar locked onto them.
They always managed to break their radar lock on
during a rapid roller-coaster dive down to the
minimum safe altitude. Fewer still experienced a
MiG chase with an airborne radar lock on. Our
EWOs always saved the night for us. Conse
quently, it didn’t take long for a Blackbird crew to
develop a due respect for the skills of its EWO.

Two months before, in mid-October, our S-05
crew’s EWO, John Lewis, defeated three passes of
an interceptor that jumped us just off the coast of
NVN near the Haiphong harbor. We were drop-
ping pretuned radios to the local fishermen. Pur-
sued, we flew as low and as fast as we could,
shaking and bouncing on the air currents our air-
craft stirred off the otherwise calm sea. When
John called “break left,” we had to pop up a few
feet to avoid dipping the left wing into the water.
Our operations officer, Lt Col Tom Hines, flew
with us that night. It was daylight when we
landed at Nha Trang AB. The wings and the fuse-
lage of our Blackbird were white with salt. John
Lewis may still hold the Combat Talon record for
besting a pursuing fighter pilot three times on a
single “ combat mission.”

Our first problem on the 29 December mission
would be the early warning radar at Na San. We
had to stay as low and as far south of its range as
possible to avoid detection while crossing into North
Vietnam. Once inside North Vietnam, we had to get
to the east side of the central mountains and stay out
of range of well-placed AAA and SAM sites along the
Red River valley. We tried to avoid getting picked up
and tracked by the multitude of radar associated
with those antiaircraft weapons. These radars by
themselves could not hurt us but would alert AAA
and SAM crews for possible action if we came within
range of their weapons. Our best scenario was to
have no radar track us until we began our rapid
climb to 30,000+ feet for the leaflet drop. We knew
that once our aircraft got to 9,000 10,000 feet, all
available radar would come up and keep our EWO
extremely busy. If the enemy did not respond with a
launch of interceptors, the leaflet drop would be com -
pleted, and the aircraft would resume low-level ter-
rain following and proceed westward just south of
the China border along the 22d parallel until reach-
ing the Black River valley. There a southbound turn
would be made. Staying in the mountains along
the west side of the river, the second airdrop would
be executed NW of the Na San early warning ra-
dar (fig. 26).

Our avoidance of the Na San radar was not our
concern at this point in the flight. By this time a
warning would have been issued from the Hanoi
side of the mountains that a leaflet dropping in-
truder was moving westward toward Dien Bien
Phu. Consequently, this early warning radar would
be scanning in a NW direction, expecting the emer -
gence of our Blackbird. Na San’'s detection of our
flight at this time could actually assist in the accom -
plishment of the second portion of our mission. Our
resupply drop was what we called a “ notional” drop,
or a diversionary drop. There was no friendly team
to receive the two resupply bundles. These bundles
were carefully planned by imaginative minds at
SOG to confuse the enemy and to have him expend
considerable resources searching for infiltrators who
did not exist. So the resupply bundles were meant to
be captured by the enemy. Na San’s detection of our
aircraft’s slowdown could assist the enemy in locat-
ing the bogus cargo.

By the time we finished with our planning, we
learned that an augmented S-01 crew would fly the
mission. It was S-01' s turn to take the next mission,
but there were some questions about the possibility
of having this crew skip its turn. Maj Dick Day,
S01's aircraft commander, and one of the crew’'s
loadmasters, were on duty not including flying. His
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Figure 26. Route of Flight, Crew S-01, 28/29 December 1967 (Source: Provided by John

Gargus.)

senior navigator, Lt Col Don Fisher, was not et
back from his R&R (rest and recreation) in Ha-
waii. His earliest expected return was on that
day, 26th December. Earlier on this day, the
other crew loadmaster departed with S-03 crew
on that crew’s flight to our parent 314th Wing
in Taiwan. He had made arrangements with SSgt
Ed Darcy from S-03 crew to switch places. Ed
Darcy, a quiet, conscientious young man, planned
to save some money by staying in Nha Trang
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City. He did not want to spend his money on a
three to five day stay in Taiwan while the ferried
Blackbird went through its scheduled IRAN in
a maintenance facility that was equipped to han -
dle C-130 aircraft. The crews looked forward to
their turn to ferry a Blackbird for an IRAN in
Taiwan. It was a most welcomed vacation
break from the wartime conditions in Vietnam.
So Darcy became a volunteer replacement for
one S-01 loadmaster. Sgt James Williams agreed
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to take the place of the other loadmaster, who was
also DNIF.

This mission provided an opportunity for Capt
Edwin Osborne to take command of the S-01 crew
and for Captain Van Buren to move up to the first
pilot’s position. The second pilot’s slot was filled
by Major Claxton from my S-05 crew. He had
missed an earlier combat mission when he was
DNIF, so this would become a makeup mission
for him. | made up my mind that | would take
Colonel Fisher’'s place if he did not return in time
from Hawaii. | would have been the logical re
placement in any case because | already knew the
route and mission details and could be used to
step in to replace him up to the last minute.

Later on that evening | heard that Don Fisher
was back. | went to see him and found himin a
most jovial mood. He had just returned from a
memorable R&R in Hawaii with his whole family.
He had just had the greatest of Christmases and
repeated to me and to others that he was “in love
with the whole world.” He was ready to fly combat.

Edwin Osborne was also ready to fly as an air-
craft commander of a combat mission. All our first
pilots were highly experienced as C-130 airlift air-
craft commanders before being qualified in the
Combat Talon Blackbird. Many felt that to become
a highly qualified copilot in the Combat Talon
program was somewhat of a career regression even
though they understood the need for such demand-
ing pilot qualifications. As experienced pilots, they
were simply outranked by others with more im-
pressive pilot credentials who became Combat
Talon aircraft commanders. Oshorne was clearly a
pilot who should not be taking a back seat to any-
one. He was an excellent pilot qualified as an in-
structor in the Blackbird.

The next day, 27 December, John Lewis and |
rode with the S-01 officer crew to the mission plan-
ning room. Van Buren drove the crew van. He nor-
mally drove whenever his crew went to fly. | was
told that as our commissary officer he even drove
through Saigon on his crew’s periodic commissary
runs when his crew’s Blackbird got extra ground
time at Tan Son Nhut to accommodate his grocery
shopping. Since Claxton was destined to inherit
that duty from him, it meant that my S-05 crew
would get the long ground time on some future
transits through Saigon.

On the way to our secure mission planning
room, | sat across from Capt Frank Parker, a tall
blond young man who was the crew’'s EWO. He
was telling several of us how fortunate we were in
having missions where we could sneak in and
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sneak out without stirring up a hornet’s nest. He
had recently returned from Thailand where he ran
into several of his EWO classmates who were fly-
ing the RB-66. Their mission was to deliberately
challenge the enemy’s electronic detection systems
and deadly retaliation in their efforts to pinpoint
locations of enemy radar. He used the term we
sometimes applied to those situations when one
would prefer to be on the ground rather than in
the air. He said that his friends were “ eating their
livers” on their RB-66 missions.

Thompson had everything ready for us when
we arrived. All the charts we prepared the day
before either were posted on easels or laid out on
worktables. Fresh, unmarked charts, flight plan
logs, and other necessary mission forms were
placed on tables where the crew members could
use them. Thompson gave a brief overview of
what the mission entailed. About the only un-
usual thing that he noted was that TOTs were
not prescribed because neither drop zone had a
reception team. The PSYOPS (leaflet) drop had
a fixed-drop leg at an altitude of 30,000 feet or
more, depending on the wind velocity and direc-
tion. Weaker winds would require a higher alti-
tude. The heart of Hanoi would be from 65 to 70
miles away, and it was hoped that some of the
leaflets would make it that far before sunrise.
Lack of TOTs also explained to them why their
flight plan was not completed with time of arri-
val at turning points. They were to calculate
these by themselves, planning on a 260-265 true
air speed at high altitudes and a standard 230
knots ground speed at terrain-following levels.

Once Thompson was finished with his mission
introduction, | joined Fisher and Gordie Wenaas,
the two crew navigators, to work on the flight
planned route. Lewis and Parker got together to
work on the eemy’s defenses. Thompson joined
the three pilots. Our enlisted crew members—two
flight engineers, two loadmasters, and one radio
operator—normally did not participate in this
phase of mission planning.

Wenaas thought the mission would be a “ piece
of cake.” He quickly noted that there were practi-
cally no threat circles anywhere near our track.
Then he started crunching out flight plan times
between turning points. Fisher and | went over
each low-level turning point, examining the ter-
raininitsvicinity. Practically all were river bends
or rivers that would show up well on radar. Some
turning points had been used on previous mis-
sions and were reported to be good ones. The se-
lected drop zone for the second drop was a location



with good radar targets. Fisher was satisfied with
everything and began to prepare his own naviga-
tional chart. In this task, Wenaas was way ahead
of him.

Wenaas was a man who undertook every single
task meticulously. | remember his going around
our hotel taking care of chores whenever his S-01
crew was scheduled to be the hotel’s duty crew.
Each crew was regularly scheduled for hotel crew
duty by operations scheduling as if it were a flight
assignment. These duties consisted of servicing our
two electrical generators, bringing in fresh p otable
water from the air base, taking care of mail, stock -
ing the rooftop bar, and performing whatever
maintenance chores were needed at the hotel.
Wenaas was conspicuous by keeping himself occu-
pied with these chores. He showed me how to start
up and switch our two noisy generators.

| was then drawn into a conversation with the
pilots. Osborne liked the route and had only one
concern. It was the interval between the end of the
first drop and the start of the second one. Would
his two loadmasters have enough time to move the
cargo to the ramp for this drop? How many bundles
would there be? How much would they weigh?
And, of course, What is this notional stuff? The
answer to this question could only be provided by
our cargo rigger, a warrant officer from 1st Flight.
Van Buren was dispatched to go next door to get
him. Van Buren returned alone, but he had the
information we needed. He also succeeded in mak -
ing arrangements for the loadmasters and the
flight engineers to be at the aircraft the next morn-
ing to witness cargo loading. He commented that
the warrant officer reminded him that no one was
to mess with the cargo and question its rigging.
Everything would be set up by the 1st Flight load-
master just the way it should be dropped. Any-
thing nonstandard or out of place should be ig-
nored. Our job was to fly it there and drop it just
asit was configured.

Osborne showed much interest in the terrain-
following portion of flight. So the pilots gathered
around Fisher who had already drawn his chart.
He walked through every leg of flight and ex-
plained each turning point. Claxton had the
weight of the aircraft calculated at the point of
acceleration and climb to high altitude. There
wer e questions about how much of the area west of
Hanoi the crew would be able to see. The aircraft’'s
track was over the eastern slopes of the central
highlands. Numerous peaks with elevations of up
to 9,000 feet were immediately to the left and the
sprawling Red River valley with level terrain west
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of Hanoi to the right. It was to be a dark night
with a new moon beginning on 30 December.
There would be total darkness. Some lights would
no doubt be burning towards Hanoi. Our prior
flights noted that North Vietnam did not have a
complete blackout. The night would be perfect for
the two map readers—Wenaas on the right and
Claxton on the left—to use the somewhat cumber -
some starlight scope to monitor the terrain below.
The scope was of little use at terrain-following
level s because it had excessive tunnel vision. This
made the terrain fly by so fast that it caused the
images to blur. But at drop altitude, where the
Blackbird would seem to be at a standstill in rela-
tion to the ground below, the scope would give its
user a fascinating view of terrain otherwise hidden
in total darkness. Very little cloud coverage was
predicted for that night.

We pointed out the location of Yen Bai Air Base
that would be at the aircraft’'s 1 to 2 o’clock posi-
tion during the drop. If there were any MiGs on
night alert, Yen Bai AB would pose the greatest
threat. This would also be Parker’s greatest chal-
lenge that night. He would have to defend against
possible interceptors.

Osborne examined the terrain into which the
aircraft would have to descend after the leaflet
drop. He was concerned about the rapidly ap-
proaching ground during their maximum rate of
descent when radar stabilization was habitually
temporarily lost, and the Doppler computer would
revert to “memory” because it's limits were also
exceeded. | pointed out that a rapid descent should
not be executed unless the aircraft was in jeopardy
due to SAM or interceptor attack. All crews seemed
to have the same training mindset, which they ac-
quired at Pope AFB. During our training there,
each short look was followed by a maximum rate
descent, a maneuver that put a lot of stress on the
aircraft. This was practiced at every opportunity.
In real life, however, if a threat to our aircraft did
not materialize, there was no need to put it
through such a stressful maneuver where the crew
experienced weightlessness and everything not tied
down floated about. Then, at the point of leveling
off, the tremendous G-load would force the stand-
ing crew members down to their knees. On this
mission there would be additional cargo just be-
hind the EWO and the radio operator compart-
ment. We did not want any of it to break loose
during such a stressful maneuver.

Osborne was concerned with the time remaining
before the second drop. His loadmasters and the
second flight engineer would have to move the
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cargo to the back of the aircraft and get it set for
the drop. Normally, the cargo would be all set
from the point of takeoff. But not this time. The
back of the aircraft would have to be cleared of any
remaining restraining straps from the leaflet drop.
Then the resupply bundles would have to be moved
into place. Normally this would not be that diffi-
cult because the palletized bundles were on rollers.
Being on rollers in straight and level flight is one
thing, however, but being on rollers during aggres-
sive terrain-following flight is quite another. Great
care was needed to avoid injury or have the cargo
slip off the rollers at an angle where the pallet
would jam. This would no doubt be a new experi-
ence for these loadmasters. Osborne noted with
some satisfaction that the terrain-following leg go-
ing westbound along the 22d parallel was rela-
tively level because we were taking advantage of
the break between 10,000-feet high peaks on the
right and 9,000-feet ones on the left.

At a prominent turning point over the Black
River, the mission would turn south. The Black-
bird would fly almost due south hiding behind the
high terrain west of the river. This would keep it
west of the valley’s populated areas. Ahead at the
aircraft’s 10-to-11-0’ clock position would be the Na
San early warning radar. This radar would be
looking for the reappearance of the intruder, which
was sure to excite the radar on the Hanoi side of
the mountains in the Red River valley. This radar
was not capable of directing MiG interceptors, and
none were expected to come west out of the Red
River valley.

Our drop zone was in an isolated area in the
vicinity of Highway 6. It was a logical place for a
drop zone. This would no doubt add to the credi-
bility of the nonexistent team’'s presence. The de-
ceptive nature of this drop was explained by
Thompson. There would be no ground markings or
signals. The drop would occur on Fisher’s green
light command when his Doppler distance to go
read zero. After the drop the crew would continue
terrain following into Laos where the high-altitude
route home would resume at the skyline beacon.

At some point during this low-level route review
we were joined by Parker and Lewis, who had con-
cluded their study of the enemy’s electronic air
order of battle. They pointed out correctly that once
the aircraft crossed into the Black River region, the
enemy defenses were such that a return home at
any altitude would be safe. That was a good
thought in case of any in-flight problems, such as
navigational, mechanical, or outside visibility deg-
radation due to weather.
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The whole group then gathered around Parker’s
chart. His chart differed from those of Fisher and
the map readers, Claxton and Wenaas. Theirs had
smaller threat circles along the flight-planned
track. They represented lethal ranges of SAMs and
AAA. Parker’s chart had the mission flying
through much larger circles, which outlined scan
ranges of various radar. His chart showed that the
aircraft would be exposed to many radars through-
out the northbound portion of the flight along the
Red River. He estimated that even before the air-
craft would reach its drop altitude of 30,000+ feet,
all available radars would be alerted to their pres-
ence and that he would be saturated with a tre-
mendous amount of visual and aural signals from
his sensors. He acknowledged that he would have
to rely on some able assistance from Gean Clapper,
the crew radio operator, who would be sharing his
console behind the cargo compartment curtain.

Clapper was a true professional in his field. He
had many years of experience as a HAM radio
operator. As such he had contacts with colleagues
throughout the world. On flights over interna-
tional waters, where it was permissible, he would
raise his contacts and relay personal greetings and
messages to families back home. He was also very
good at electronic warfare. He could positively rec-
ognize the chirping of various radars. This would
be a great asset on a flight such as this one where
many audible returns from threat radars would
keep Parker extremely busy.

Parker concluded that with Clapper’s help he
should be able to detect anything out of the ordi-
nary and call for evasive action before any harm
could come to the Blackbird. It would be Fisher’s
task to find a safe evasive flight path through the
mountains on the left.

After the final mission review, each crew mem-
ber went on his own, putting finishing touches on
all paperwork he had produced. We three mission
planners assisted them with anything they needed
and ensured that all mission documents they pro-
duced were properly stamped Top Secret. None of
the documents could leave with the crew. They
were collected by us and locked in 1st Flight's
safe. They would not be released to the crew until
the next night before the predeparture mission
briefing.

The next day’s mission briefing (28 December)
was a whole crew affair attended by our com-
mander, Lt Col Dow Rogers, and our operations
officer, Lt Col Tom Hines. This would be the first
time the enlisted crew members learned about the
target area. All five, the two flight engineers, the



two loadmasters, and the radio operator, were pre-
sent when 1st Flight’s cargo handlers loaded the
aircraft. Flight engineer TSgt Jack McCrary gave
us a thumbs up on the condition of the aircraft. He
was a very meticulous crew member, well regarded,
not just by Osborne, but also by his flight engineer
peers. | wondered how much sleep he had gotten
during the day. His eyes looked red as if he had not
slept at all. But we all knew that his nickname was
“Red Eye.” He had an eye condition that made his
eyes look red and bloodshot all the time. His sec-
ond, SSgt Wayne Eckley, was an engineer of lesser
experience, but not short on enthusiasm. His nick -
name was “Bones.” The jungle fatigue uniforms
(designed as one size fits all) exaggerated his lean
and bony body.

The mission briefing started with Thompson
who stood in front of several chart-filled easels
placed in the front of the briefing room. He briefed
the weather. It was going to be favorable for this
flight with few clouds on the east side of the moun-
tains in North Vietnam and strong favorable
WNW winds at drop altitude. Low-level pressure
was moving southeast from China, bringing some
cloudiness into the target area in the Black River
valley late in the morning.

Next, the mission briefing was turned over to
Fisher who briefed the route and the drop se
quences. He was followed by Parker, who covered
the enemy order of battle. He presented the latest
SOG intelligence, which included known types
and numbers of different MiG interceptors avail -
able to North Vietnamese defenses. As always, he
mentioned the standard radio silence precautions.
Minimum chatter on the intercom! He was going
to run every one of his sophisticated tape re
corders, which registered all electronic signals,
generated by enemy radar and which also cap-
tured the crew’s intercom transmissions. This was
going to be a special night for him to gather elec-
tronic intelligence signals for our future use. We
would end up with a sizable amount of signals
from all types of radar. These tapes would then be
used by other crew EWOs interested in sharpening
their listening and signal interpretation skills.

Parker’s briefing was followed by the aircraft
commander, Osborne. He briefed the crew assign-
ments that had been previously reviewed by Colonel
Hines. Osborne would fly the entire mission in the
right seat. Van Buren would be in the | eft seat f rom
the takeoff through the low-level, terrain-fdlowing
part of the flight. Claxton would map read from
behind Van Buren during terrain following and
then take the left seat at high altitude on the way
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home. Fisher would ride the radar navigator’s seat
with the curtain drawn during terrain following
and the leaflet drop. Wenaas would stand behind
Osborne’s right seat and map read from there.
McCrary would fly the engineer’s seat during ter-
rain following. Eckley would spend his time in the
back playing the safety observer role and provide
assistance to the loadmasters. Parker and Clapper
were to man their consoles behind the bulkhead
curtain, and the two substitute loadmasters, Wil -
liams and Darcy, were to make sure they kept their
restraining harnesses on during the drops. All
crew members were to go on demand regulator
oxygen upon entering North Vietnam and then on
100 percent oxygen during the leaflet drop.

There were a few standard questions from Colonels
Rogers and Hines about everyone’s fitness and em-
phasis on safety. Finally, the crew was wished good
luck. After this the crew was sanitized. All personal
effects, identifications, family photographs, and
even jewelry were placed into plastic bags and
saved for the crew’s return. Each crew member
had only his dog tags and Geneva Convention
card as identifying documents. That was the
standard procedure for all combat missions.

Because the mission planners had to secure all
the classified mission documents and the crew’s
personal effects, the crew members were already
in their assigned positions running their prede
parture checklists when we rejoined them at the
aircraft. We witnessed an orderly engine start
and watched the Blackbird taxi out to the end of
the runway. From our vantage point we saw
them take off and disappear into the darkness
over the South China Sea.

About three hours later, | returned with Thompson
to our operations office to monitor the North Viet-
namese portion of the mission. We had one of our
radio operators monitor a special HF radio fre-
guency over which Clapper transmitted coded mis-
sion progress reports every 30 to 40 minutes—when
the aircraft reached a significant in-flight turning
point. A radio station in an unknown location
would broadcast continuous one-letter Morse Code
at regular intervals. Our airborne operator would
monitor the same frequency and at proper moments
would insert a two-letter Morse Code signal that
would let us know which point of the route was
reached and gave us the status of the mission’s
progress. This was such a short burst of transmitted
energy that our enemy, who was sure to monitor
the same frequency, would not have enough time to
zero in his direction finders to locate the position of
our aircraft. These transmissions were the only
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breaks in radio silence allowed during our combat
missions.

Upon checking with our radio operator, we
learned that the flight was already over North Met-
nam and right on time. We did not have any mis-
sion documents with us other than the radio op era-
tor’s log with numbered points and corresponding
estimated times of arrival over them, but we had
a good mental picture of what must have been
happening in the cockpit. As we sat there, sipping
on some strong coffee that the radio operator pre-
pared, we made occasional comments on what
the crew must have been going through.

For the leaflet drop, all the cockpit lights were at
their dimmest and the radar navigator and EWO/
radio operator compartment curtains were drawn
to prevent any outside light to affect the night vi-
sion of the rest of the crew. All were on oxygen and
their intercom voices were muffled by the oxygen-
mask microphones that registered and exaggerated
the sound of every breath they took. The aircraft
began its acceleration prior to the rapid climb.
Maximum aircraft acceleration to 932-degree tur-
bine inlet temperature was attained in relatively
short-level flight with the aircraft shaking as if its
four turbojets were ready to tear loose and leave the
bulky aircraft carcass behind.

Then as the aircraft began its rapid climb,
Parker’s console surely began to light up. At first
he would pick up a number of AAA and SAM ra-
dars, which would routinely scan their assigned
areas. As they detected the Blackbird, they would
focus their scan on their just-discovered target and
activate their height finders to establish the air-
craft’s altitude. They would pass their acquired
target data through their established notification
channels. This would cause even more radar to
come up and focus on this rapidly rising, but now
slow moving, target. The crew would hear Parker
reporting the inevitable. Two or three AAA radars
were tracking them, but from a safe distance. Of
greater concern would be the SAM radars. These
had longer reach, but were expected to be out of
range. He would certainly be calling these to Os-
borne’s attention. Then the level off and the start of
the drop. Each man could tell when each card-
board box exited the aircraft. There was a whoosh
sound to each exit as the departing load created an
added vacuum in the rare atmosphere of the cargo
compartment. The aircraft would seem to stand
still, just hanging in the thin air, being as high as
it could climb on the thin cushion of available air.
And as Parker watched for the emergence of a GCI
radar and its tracking pattern to determine if

there was an intent to launch a MiG, Wenaas
must have struggled with the night-vision scope
looking for Yen Bai AB some 30 miles away. This
was the place from which the nearest MiGs would
come. His night-vision scope would certainly pick
up the heat of an interceptor at takeoff. He would
have to be pointed in the right direction. Others
in the cockpit were getting the answer to whether
they could see the lights of distant Hanoi now at
their three o’clock position. Fisher must have had
his face buried in the hood of his radar as he
carefully traced every mile of ground covered by
the aircraft. He had to know exactly where he
was in case Parker reported a radar or interceptor
lock on that would demand an immediate descent
to a safe terrain between the mountain peaks on
the l eft.

We did not hear any interruptions to the mo
notonous V sound on the radio, so we assumed
that all was okay. All the leaflets were delivered.
The aircraft was on its way down and proceeding
westward to its turning point over the Black
River. The next report came just as expected. All
was still okay. The aircraft was now southbound
running its checklist for the bundle drop near
Highway 6.

Thompson and | planned to return to the hotel
right after the next report and get a couple of
hours of sleep before coming back to greet the re-
turning crew. But as we waited, nothing hap-
pened. There were no further reports from the air-
craft. Our first assumption was that something
went wrong with Clapper’s radio. We would
surely hear something once the aircraft emerged
from its radio silence over the skyline beacon.
That is when the aircraft would report a small
problem like that to our radar sites in Thailand.
Once again, there was nothing. With that we re-
turned to the hotel and reported our concerns to
Dow Rogers and Tom Hines.

There were anxious moments as the aircraft’s re-
turn time approached. Calls were made to find out if
any landings were made in Thailand or at Da
Nang AB. Then the command at SOG was noti-
fied. The SOG took over all search and rescue ef-
forts. Several F-4 Phantoms were launched to sur-
vey the area south of the last known reported
position. The weather turned bad. The front
moved in as expected, and the F-4s could not see a
thing on the ground. They monitored radios for
signals from the aircraft’s crash position indicator
and from any crew member survival radios. They
heard nothing. After several attempts, the search
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was given up. The crew of 11 was declared as
missing in action (MIA) on 29 January 1968.

There were many guesses and opinions as to
what might have happened. A loss to enemy action
was discounted. The aircraft was proceeding nor-
mally on its assigned mission after the leaflet
drop, which was the most hazardous part of the
flight. Enemy attack on the aircraft would have
been reported. The enemy had a chance to detect
our aircraft by Na San radar, which must have
been alerted about our aircraft’s escape toward
Dien Bien Phu. Had this happened, there might
have been some forces in the vicinity of the drop
zone capable of bringing down a low-flying air-
craft with small-arms fire. But such an act would
have been heralded as a great victory by North
Vietnam. The enemy should have learned of our
aircraft’s fate almost immediately. Even with our
low profile, the failure of our aircraft to return to
Nha Trang AB could not be concealed for long.
The enemy would have concluded that it was the
aircraft that had dropped several million leaflets
west of Hanoi. They did not take credit for its dis-
appearance during this mission. But some thought
of a more sinister scenario. The enemy had the
aircraft and perhaps some members of the crew,
and they would use them for propaganda pur-
poses. However, as time went on, this probability
dissipated. It became clearer and clearer that our
aircraft must have impacted a mountain in an iso-
lated area sometime after making its last position
report. The return of our POWSs in 1973 confirmed
that the names of the crew members were not
known by any of the returning POWSs.

The location of Blackbird 64-0547 continued to
be a mystery for 25 years. In 1991, when the vil -
lagers of Phu Nung heard that the United States
was searching for remains of American airmen,
various individuals reported that they knew of a
crash site in their vicinity. In November 1992 a
joint US-Vietnam team was led to a very isolated
location at coordinates 21-39-80N 103-31-20E (grid
48QUJ 4744596161) where they found few remain-
ing parts of an aircraft that turned out to be our
Blackbird.

The crash site is located in a rugged mountain-
ous terrain of Lai Chau province, some 32 miles
northeast of Dien Bien Phu. It lies just a few miles
east of the route that many of our crews flew in the
opposite direction toward the same prominent
bend in the river over which the last aircraft posi-
tion report was made. This river bend had a very
distinct radar return, and we used it on those mis-
sions that required our undetected entry into areas

COMBAT SPEAR

between Hanoi and the China border. Since | was
unable to retrieve the flight plan for this mission, |
do not have the exact location of the initial point
for the drop or for the drop zone. | must rely only
on my memory and conclude that the aircraft
either was on its planned route to the initial point
or making a course correction to it. Distance wise,
the crash occurred seven and a half minutes from
the reporting point at the river bend. Description
of the aircraft’s impact point reveals that it was
heading directly toward the Na San radar site,
which was about 45 NM away.

The US recovery team pinpointed the crash lo-
cation on the best available 1:50,000 scale chart.
This chart shows it to be at 4,780 feet on a steep
60-degree slope of a NNW facing crescent shaped
mountain. The crest of this mountain goes only up
to 4,870 feet. The main peak of this karst-studded
mountain, known as Nam Bo, rises to 5,174 feet,
and it is one mile due west of the crash site. The
crash site is small. Its measurements established
by the recovery team are given as 105 feet by 72
feet. Thisis a small area for an aircraft aslarge as
a C-130. Since all the crew remains were recovered
from this small location, it can be safely concluded
that the aircraft did not bounce and break up
along its track before coming to a stop. Its crash
heading must have been perpendicular to the face
of the mountain. With that, the destruction of the
aircraft was instantaneous.

At the time of the crash, the crew was getting
ready for the second drop. Eckley, Darcy, and Wil -
liams were in the cargo compartment making sure
that the load was properly positioned for the drop.
They were moving about and did not yet have their
restraining harnesses hooked up. Claxton and
Wenaas were the other two crew members who
were not fastened to any seats. Their map reading
duties called for them to stand behind the pilots
and peer outside through the side windows.

The first person on the scene of the crash was a
12-year-old boy. He reported that the aircraft was
in many pieces and that it was still burning. He
did not find any survivors.

The recovery team found little at the crash site.
The villagers had pilfered the site within days af-
ter the crash and over the years carted away all
aircraft parts they could use. In 1991, when they
learned about the US search for remains of air-
men, they returned to the site and removed all
human remains they could locate. They turned
them over to the proper authorities. When the team
returned to the site in 1993, they found only a few
fragments of human remains, and the team |eader
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recommended that any further attempts at recovery
should be abandoned. All recovered remains were
sent to Hawaii for proper identification.

Why did the site go so long without being re-
ported? The team’'s investigation revealed that the
crash site was reported to the village authorities
immediately. It may be that the village leaders
were so isolated from the governmental authorities
that they didn’'t know what to do. Or, on the other
hand, they were astute enough to realize what
kind of fate would descend upon them for pilfering
the crash site and keeping the crew weapons, as
well as those that must have been packaged in the
air-drop cargo. Consequently, keeping the news of
the crash a village secret had some benefits for the
isolated indigenous population. Once the Ameri-
can rewards for locating aircraft crash sites be-
came known and profitable, the village secret was
revealed.

Our own information channels were also
flawed. Personnel associated with Combat Talon
were never officially informed about the crash site
discovery. In mid-1997 plans were put in motion
at Hurlburt Field to erect a memorial for the 11
lost crew members whose status had been changed
from MIA to KIA in 1978. As an individual who
was closely tied to this unfortunate mission, |
agreed to write this story so that the families of
the lost airmen would learn about the work their
loved ones did in Vietham and so that those who
flew the Blackbirds in that war would recall and
share their mission recollections with others. | fin-
ished the first draft of this story in July 1997,
hoping that John Lewis’'s and my recollections of
the route and events of 30 years ago would help
someone to locate the missing aircraft. The title of
this first draft was “Missing Combat Talon C-
130E.” The word of my writing went out, and in
August | received a surprise phone call from a
man who had been looking for information about
his friend who flew on that mission. It was Gene
Kremin, a radio operator buddy of Clapper. He
informed me that the aircraft had been located
almost five years before and that his information
about the crash site came from the Library of
Congress in Washington, D.C.

Air Operations—1967

With the expansion of Shining Brass and the com-
mencement of Daniel Boone operations, logistics
airlift increased rapidly during 1967. As a result,
by the end of the year, most combat resupply mis-
sions into North Vietnam were moved to high-
performance aircraft, thus freeing up larger

transport aircraft to move sensitive cargo. During
1967 Heavy Hook, Combat Talon, and contract
aircraft moved 10,738,580 pounds of cargo and
25,016 passengers. SOG was allocated 75 hours
each month, or 900 hours each year, for each
Combat Talon aircraft assigned, and actually em-
ployed the aircraft for an average of 938 hours
each during 1967. One unique requirement levied
on SOG air operations during the year was to
develop a free-fall aerial delivery method to drop
rice to Cambodian troops. From an altitude of
1,000 feet, the aircraft dropped triple-bagged rice,
of which fully 97 percent was recoverable.*
During 1967 Combat Talons accomplished 12
out of 30 scheduled resupply missions, while
Heavy Hook flew eight of 32. The number of
PSY OPS missions during the year grew substan-
tially. Detachment 1 accomplished 44 out of 67
scheduled PSY OPS/leaflet drop missions.®

1968: Year of Transition
and Rebuilding

After the loss of two of the four assigned Com-
bat Talons in the closing months of 1967, the New
Y ear brought a heavy dose of reality for Combat
Spear personnel. Missions over NVN had proven
to be extremely dangerous. Even life at Nha
Trang AB had changed after the November attack
on the airfield. As January passed, aircraft tasked
to search for crew S-01 were diverted to other
priority missions. There was no trace of the lost
crew. Weather across western NVN had remained
overcast with low ceilings throughout the month.
On 29 January the search was terminated, and
the crew was officially listed as MIA.

At 12:35 am. on Tuesday, 30 January, the Tet
offensive of 1968 kicked off in South Vietnham on
the outskirts of Nha Trang City. The initial at-
tack was on the Vietnamese Naval Training Cen-
ter, but due to confusion by the attackers, an all-
out push to capture the city did not occur until
four hours later. Fourteen hours of fighting en-
sued, during which time Combat Spear personnel
manned firing positions on top of the Anh Hoa
Hotel. Within 28 hours of the initial attack, Viet-
cong enemy forces had been beaten, and the city
was declared clear by South Viethamese security
forces. The attempt to capture Nha Trang was a
costly one for the Vietcong. According to official
South Vietnamese records, of an initial force of
800 soldiers attacking the city, 377 were killed,
77 were captured, and one surrendered. Eighty-
eight South Vietnamese troops were killed, and
220 were wounded in action, 32 civilians were
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killed, and 187 were wounded with 600 homes
destroyed.* Other than a few bullet holes, the
Anh Hoa Hotel escaped unscathed, as did the air
base. Combat Talon aircraft parked there were
unharmed. The Tet offensive of 1968 would prove
to be the watershed event defining the course by
which the United States would pursue the Viet-
nam War. There was little immediate impact on
the Talon mission, but the resultant bombing halt
nine months later would eliminate all combat op-
erations into NVN.

On 15 March 1968 Detachment 1, 314th TAW
was redesignated the 15th ACS and was assigned
to the 14th SOW by PACAF Special Order G-43,
dated 23 February 1968. Existing OPCON ar-
rangements continued in effect, with the transfer
of four aircraft, 39 officers, and 122 airmen to the
14th ACW. Colonel Rogers, a P-47 combat vet -
eran of 38 missions during WW Il and the incum-
bent Detachment 1, 314th TAW commander, was
designated the first commander of the 15th
ACS.% The following mission statement of the
squadron reflected the unit’s unconventional
warfare nature.

The mission of the 15th ACS is to conduct tactical air-
lift operations in support of selected US and South Viet -
namese counterinsurgency forces in Southeast Asia; to
conduct rescue and recovery operations as directed by
the Joint Personnel Recovery Center, using the Fulton
Recovery System; and to carry out a program of uncon -
ventional warfare operations assigned under 7AF
OPORD 460-68, “Combat Spear,” classified Top Secr et.*

On 29 April 1968 Rogers passed command of the
15th ACS to his operations officer, Colonel Hines.
Hines continued in command until 4 September,
when he returned to the United States after pass-
ing command to Lt Col Russell A. Bunn.

During the spring and summer of 1968, the
15th ACS experienced a near 100 percent turn-
over of assigned aircrew and support personnel.
Crew S-01, which was lost the previous Decem-
ber, was replaced by crew S-07 in March; Crew
S-02 rotated to the United States in May and its
replacement, S-08, was certified crew ready in
June. Crews S-03 through S-06 rotated in
July/August and were replaced by Crews S-09
through S-11, respectively. The net result of these
rotations was a reduction of six to five crews, for a
manning ratio of 1.33 crews per assigned aircraft.
A sixth crew, crew S-12, was formed of mixed crew
members and was combat qualified during the
summer transition period. Crew S-12 lacked two
pilots; therefore, the squadron commander and the
operations officer, along with pilots from other
formed crews, augmented these two positions.*”

COMBAT SPEAR

Photo courtesy of Robert Zura

Some US facilities located in Nha Trang City were
heavily damaged during intense fighting on 30/31 Janu-
ary 1968 at the onset of the Tet offensive. Pictured is
the MAC Civil Operations District Office (CORDS). The
Anh Hoa Hotel and Nha Trang AB escaped attack,
thanks to the effort of both US and South Vietnamese
personnel.

Manning was actually based on 1.5 aircrew per
assigned aircraft for six crews. With crew S-12,
the squadron effectively maintained six crews,
even though S-12 was out of hide. By October
additional crew members were assigned, and
the unit stabilized again with six assigned
crews. Consolidation of the squadron under
14th SOW also resulted in 68 maintenance
personnel being transferred to the 14th Field
Maintenance Squadron, thus leaving 39 offi-
cers and 54 enlisted personnel in the unit.8
The shortage of aircrew and the transfer of
maintenance personnel had little impact on the
unit’s ability to perform its tasked SOG mission.
Of four C-130E(l) Combat Talons assigned, the
unit possessed an average of three throughout

Photo courtesy of George Powell

After the 1968 Tet offensive, revetments were added to
the Combat Spear ramp.
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1968, with the fourth at LAS Ontario undergoing
modifications and phase inspections.*®

The most difficult challenge for the Combat
Spear unit was in the continuation training area.
To meet the requirement to replace all assigned
crews in such a short period, Detachment 2 at
Pope AFB had to accelerate by two months those
aircrews scheduled for SEA duty. The resultant
Combat Knife output ensured that the Vietnam-
based Combat Spear Talons would continue to be
manned by fully qualified crews on a timely ba-
sis.® After initial checkout at Pope AFB, aircrews
arriving in South Vietnam had to continually prac-
tice their special qualifications to maintain profi-
ciency. The Fulton STARS capability required a
heavy continuation training commitment. A STARS
training site established at Cam Ranh Bay in June
1967 was put to near-continual use during the
summer of 1968. In July the squadron activated
an extensive STARS demonstration program
whereby a Combat Talon aircraft would perform
recoveries at bases throughout SEA, including
Thailand and the Philippines. This demonstration
program ensured that the unit would have con-
tinuous training opportunities, while at the same
time introducing the capability to potential cus
tomers from all services.5! An added benefit to the
demonstrations was to further validate the sys-
tem and refine its components to improve the ca-
pability. One such improvement was identified
for the recovery-kit parachute. With ground
winds over 15 knots, the kit was dragged a con-
siderable distance before it could be retrieved by
ground-party personnel. Through US sourcing,
this problem was eliminated with the develop-
ment of the ring-slot parachute.’? Use of this
parachute was later adopted by the other two
Combat Talon squadrons.

Training in low-level terrain following was con-
ducted in the Philippines and Thailand. Combat
Talon aircraft conducted airborne interceptor
training, code-named Black Baron, with the 405th
Fighter Interceptor Wing and with ground-control
intercept controllers at Clark AB, Philippines. A
similar program was conducted in Thailand with
interceptor aircraft based at Udorn RTAFB and
other air bases throughout Thailand under the
same Black Baron program.>?

August brought about another organizational
change in the 15th ACS. On 1 August the 15th
ACS was redesignated the 15th Special Opera-
tions Squadron by Special Order G-147, Head-
quarters PACAF, dated 11 July 1968. The squad-
ron remained under the 14th SOW, with no

changesin organizational structure. The only ma-
jor change was found in the unit detail listing,
dated 31 July 1968. The personnel assigned to 1st
Flight Detachment were added to the 15th SOS.
Since the two units were not colocated at the
time, this change created problems in the admin-
istrative and training areas. Additionally, the
15th SOS commander had no direct control over
1st Flight since both unit commanders reported
directly to the 14th SOW DCSO.* Later facility
upgrades and command agreements brought the
two units both physically and administratively
together, thus minimizing personnel account-
ability problems.

From 1 July to 30 September, the 15th SOS
performed nine live Fulton STARS recoveries uti-
lizing personnel from units where the system was
being demonstrated. On 2 August the 15th SOS
commander, Colonel Hines, was recovered utiliz-
ing the system at Nha Trang AB. By 30 Septem-
ber the unit had performed 29 live recovery dem-
onstrations since its deployment to SEA in 1966.
In conjunction with these demonstrations, unit
personnel would sometimes prepare high-speed
delivery kits for F-4 fighter airdrop. The overall
package was quite impressive and succeeded in
publicizing the capability while providing the op-
portunity for Combat Spear aircrews to practice
the event. The unit maintained the capability to
conduct Fulton combat recovery operations in ac
cordance with MACV OPLAN 37F-67.%

On 12 October 1968 President Lyndon B.
Johnson proclaimed a bombing halt and restricted
flight operations into North Vietnam. SOG opera-
tions in NVN were directed to cease, and the re-
mainder of the month was spent recovering agent
teams. By the first of November, all agent teams
either had been exfiltrated or abandoned if they
were identified as being double agents. The cessa-
tion of operations into North Vietnam had a de-
moralizing affect on the 15th SOS. Virtually all
combat missions assigned to the squadron were
eliminated. The taskings most affected were those
supporting UW operations and the potential tacti-
cal use of the Fulton STARS.% There was little
likelihood of utilizing the recovery system in South
Vietnam, since in-country-based, rotary-wing as
sets were tasked to perform the rescue mission.

Three additional surface-to-air recovery dem-
onstrations were conducted in October and No-
vember by Talon crews, two of which were two-man
pickups. The second dual pickup was conducted at
Cubi Point Naval Air Station (NAS) and was com-
plicated by an uncontrollable spinning of the two
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volunteers shortly after they became airborne.
The spinning lasted approximately four minutes.
After the spinning stopped, the recovery contin-
ued uneventfully. Because of the incident, two-
man demonstration recoveries were suspended,
and a hazard report was submitted to Seventh
AFJ57 (No additional two-man live surface-to-air
recoveries were attempted until a 7th SOS crew,
commanded by Capt J. W. Bates, extracted two
personnel from the waters off the coast of RAF
Macrihanish, UK, on 2 December 1981.)

With no combat missions being flown into
North Vietnam in November and December, SOG
tasked the squadron to fly combat support mis-
sions throughout the area of responsibility. Uni-
lateral training sorties were also flown, and per-
sonnel focused on improving facilities at Nha
Trang AB when not in the air. With already one
of the best enlisted quarters in SEA, personnel
continued to improve their barracks during their
off-duty time. Each enlisted six-man aircrew
shared an air-conditioned room on the top floor of
the barracks. Each room was well insulated and
removed from the normal distractions of a
crowded barracks. By housing each crew in its
own room, crew integrity and proper crew rest
were maintained. Nonaircrew squadron personnel
were billeted on the ground floor, which was also
divided into a reading/game room and a room for
recreational activities. Squadron personnel were
responsible for the design, fabrication, painting,
and continued cleanliness of the barracks fa-
cility.5® The 15th SOS won the 14th SOW/CC
Outstanding Unit Trophy in November 1968.
During the period officers and assigned civilian
contractors continued to reside downtown in the
Anh Hoa Hotel.

Command and Control

Thr